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Aliyana

Present Day

2023

Somewhere in Vermont

We are all but nothing, apart from our perception of truth.

Aliyana’s words to Salvitore Moretti

I stare at him, watching his chest expand.

How is it that someone so formidable, so potent, so difficult to track, becomes so vulnerable when confronted with an adversary? And that adversary is me.

I observe him, kneeling on the cold tiled floor, his eyes locked on me with a mixture of disbelief and fear. I tear my gaze away from his diminished figure, briefly scanning my attire.

This morning started like any other; the sun shining, snow melting on my front lawn, my children asleep, and my husband absent, as usual, earning a living. 

But today held a stark difference. Upon waking, I received a message—a message containing revelations I waited too long for. Skimming through its contents, one detail stood out, casting a shadow over the day. This man, kneeling before me, was the catalyst for the shift in my reality. The object of my day.

So when I chose my attire this morning, I deliberately avoided black, the color of mourning. White seemed inappropriate, symbolizing fresh starts, not vengeance. Instead, I settled on beige—an unassuming color, adaptable to any situation, devoid of connotations yet carrying a subtle air of indifference.

Blue signified trust, while green hinted at healing. But today, beige seemed fitting, its neutrality mirroring my resolve to what my part in this world actually was. The keeper of shades in the underworld.

“You know what is so satisfying about killing you?”

"What?" he inquired, his mouth tilting slightly, revealing thin lips I've seen once or twice far too many times. Many women found this man handsome. Sexy even.

I was not different, but I knew more than many of them about what made him—his colors, the layers that peeled away, leaving only the core exposed. And when you looked at it with naked eyes, you'd see it was rotten.

I laugh.

"I entered this cat-and-mouse game much later. It's amusing that I'm the one who ends up catching you, given that many others were in it from the beginning. What's even more ironic is that I'm the one who will get to kill you."

"You didn't catch me, Mrs. Catelli," he says my surname with a pinched face, as though he can't bear the sound of it coming from his lips. I can live with that.

"Then what do you suppose I did?"

He smiles, but it is not a nice one. It is filled with the ugliness which has corrupted him over the years.

“You stole me. That blonde crazy pregnant bitch caught me.”

“True. A trade for a trade is an equal price to pay.”

"You should just kill me now and not be like all the others who talk too much and then it all goes to hell. I'm sure your father taught you that. After all, you're a queen."

"Why would I do that? There's no one looking for you; everyone already believes you're dead."

"How long did it take you to plan my death?"

"It started when Mero died. So maybe ten years give or take. You shouldn't have taken Kylie that day; you set everything in motion. You put yourself on my radar."

My voice drops to a whisper, "Now I have to kill you."

He smiles as he rises from his knees. Matteo places his fingers on the man’s shoulder and pinches his muscles until his shoulder drops, eliciting a grunt as he falls to his knees again.

"Be careful there, Bossman. Wouldn’t want to get your blood on my shoes," Matteo warns him. It's a subtle but serious caution. Matteo served me well these years, his loyalty may have been misguided but never was his gun pointed in my direction.

"Fair enough. Tell me, Aliyana, were you always this messed up? Or did Marco add the evil inside? Because your mother never had the monster in her eyes; she was just a queen fighting for what's right. Can you say the same?"

"I can say that you haven’t met my mother, and if you have, you would know I am not like my mother, and Marco never influenced the events of today. It was you who agreed to my plan, and you who pushed me to this."

"I did it for love, family. My kid is mine, born from my bloodline. Marco and my wife took him from me. He was going to be what I needed to seek redemption. Do you know how difficult it is to just live my life for one hour?"

“You made that choice, you could've been part of the famiglia, not our enemy. Now you are a rapist, a killer, a trafficker.”

“And you are so innocent? You forget the blood that stains your precious family is a lot worse than the regret which stains mine.”

“I always wanted to know something from you.” My words have him glaring at me. It must be nice to be ignored for a change. But judging by his menacing death glare I don’t think our guest feels the same.

“There it comes.” He smiles as he makes that comment.

“What happened with Katrina? Did your family sell her like cattle? Kill her?” I’ve wanted to know the answer to that question since I put the pieces together.

“I gave her the ending many of us wished to have.”

I frown, that doesn't resolve my suspicion but I leave it. I learned not to be too suspicious and pay more heed to what I did know. Because too much of anything got you killed. And while curiosity was something that made you a bit wiser, too much of it became dangerous. 

“I have a question, consider it my final request.”

“What?”

"I left everything to my child and did everything Marco ordered, including killing the last men who raped Ms. Bray. Lucca Sanati was meant to die for all of this. What did I do wrong to tip you off? I was careful, every action precise. How did a Mezzosangue like you catch me?"

I laugh, the sound echoing off the walls of the dimly lit room, casting shadows over the tense atmosphere.

The man before me, once formidable and untouchable, now kneels at my feet, his facade of power crumbling in the face of his impending demise. He caused all of this himself.

I laugh. 

"I'll tell you, but to understand, I need to remind you we are not all villains. Some of us are just hard people stuck in a group of really bad company, and it's those people we must pay the most attention to because their perception of truth, as told by the villains, is a wickedly fabricated tale to make themselves look better. Their actions are justified to the listener, but to everyone else, it's everything but nothing. So, I'll need to start from the day Lucca blew up my house, or so I thought."

"Why then was that the day you turned evil?"

"Because it was the day shit got real, and I had to grow the fuck up, join the game, or die."

He laughs, "No one grows up overnight."

I shrug, "Maybe, but it was the day I began. I saw things differently."

"I guess if your sister dies, and her unborn child, it changes everyone."

"It does, but it wasn't the only thing that happened. It was the day I befriended a Stone, one on one.
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Aliyana

2012

Amongst cherished friends, I bore a burden, a secret too heavy to share, casting a poisoned cloth over our laughter and whispered confidences. 

From the journal of Berenice Antonella DeMarco

Death has a way of creeping up when you least expect it. There was no longer such a thing as dying of natural causes or in childbirth. It was all just a quick end from pain, suffering, or murder. 

It is what it is. Those were the words once mentioned to me by a man I knew so little about. I never knew such simple words formed together can have such power. 

Just three hours ago, I was a queen with an army of shadows, a university student, a best friend with a secret, a woman in the beginnings of sweet love, and a half-breed Italian girl.

“Surely there must be some footage somewhere. How did they get into the wolves' den? When did Lucca even have a chance to get into the house? Call the ambulance again and ask them if the baby is going to make it.”

I am seated on the patio, surrounded by sirens, lights, mafia members, and my Shadows. Some are here for a reason, but for others, I am not sure why they are here. 

I hear a man talking—Leonardo, my sister's husband, or should I say, my sister's widower. 

He’s all over the place. He’s my Shadow, my guard, now fully immersed in something he had nothing to do with. 

He wasn't part of the famiglia like his brother Dante, and his wife, though born into the world we know as the 5th state, the underground, was also innocent in all of this. 

She wanted babies, a home, and a present sister. Unfortunately, my sister didn't get either of those. She ended up in an early grave, a horrible death, and although I want to believe differently, the same fate was set for her child.

“Aliyana, per favore, ordinami di fare qualcosa? Non posso stare seduto mentre tutti gli altri sono in lutto,” Xander's Italian words break my trance. His hair is disheveled, his shirt rolled up onto his forearms.

He’s asking me to give him orders because he can’t just sit around while we mourn. He seeks direction. I grin at how desperate he is to put himself in danger, but it’s empty.

“Sì, impara meglio l'italiano!” I respond with a snarl, prompting him to learn better Italian.

He rolls his eyes, and in another setting, I would laugh, give him grief and maybe even flirt with him. 

But all I feel inside is emptiness. 

How could Lucca do that? How dare he come into my life and attempt to assassinate me? I was under the impression that I was safe. I had an army of Shadows, a pack of wolves—how did someone infiltrate everything with no clue, no sign? 

It didn’t make sense. 

What the hell just happened? Is my sister really dead? Is she gone for good?

I want to scream and wreak havoc on everyone and everything. I want to find Lucca and kill him slowly, make him suffer for what he did, what he is doing, because I didn’t believe he was done yet. He was just getting started.

“Go home, Xander. Tomorrow will be the day for violence. Tonight, we mourn the losses and feed our urges, because come tomorrow morning, we join the war.” I look at Xander, his eye twitching, his face showing anguish for my pain, but also a slight sparkle at the idea of vengeance.

Love's dual nature allows us to both inflict and endure pain, yet within the depths of this turmoil lies the potential for healing and redemption. If only we chose redemption and not vengeance.

His conflicted gaze has my attention as I gather enough of myself from my wounded soul to hear him. 

“Can you repeat what you said?”

“I can’t go home. I need to stay here. Salvatore was called away by Marco. Killer is only landing in another hour or so. Michael Stone and his brother, David, are arriving any second. And the rest of the Shadows are surrounding the place.” 

“Why the fuck not.” I flinch as the screaming from the other side of the room causes one of the housekeepers to break something. But it’s the terror in the voice, Leonardo’s voice that elicits emotions from my body.

“And Leonardo as you can hear is in no state to leave. But I take it his brothers would fetch him since his father just died.” Xander’s words have me reeling.

I furrow my brows. "When did that happen?" Last night I gave the order to kill him but Killer insisted they would kidnap him and get a confession out of him before they ended him. 

Killer said he’d handle it himself. What changed? Is he really dead?

“How did he die?”

“A bomb.” He doesn’t elaborate, and I know it’s because of what happened to my sister.

“When?”

"It went down when your place got blown up," he confirms, a hint of pain flashing across his face.

"Have you talked to Killer?" I ask, catching the aroma of brewing coffee as I fix my gaze on Xander.

"Yeah, he’s headed to Kylie’s house. Says he's meeting an old friend."

"Beggar," I mutter. Amariya DeMarco was linked to Killer somehow through his biker gang, The Satan Sniper’s Motorcycle Club. 

She had a thing going on with one of the guys at the Club. Deno mentioned it first, but my cousin, now living as one of those bikers named Knight, filled in more details.

The sound of glass shattering jolts through the air. My heart races as the burn on my hands, now a stark reminder of my sister's absence shakes like I am freezing, but it’s the pain, the memory that cuts through me. She’s gone. She’s dead. 

Focus, Aliyana. I shut my eyes tight, taking in a deep breath. I can't break down now. Not now.

Aliyana focus. I will not break down now, I will not break down now. I repeat the words to myself. Does it work? I don’t know, but the choking sound is the answer. Why is it the weak one who falls first? 

"Aliyana."

"Yeah?"

"Drink this." Xander slides a coffee mug towards me, and for the first time, I realize this isn't my house. The white marble counters, the light brown cupboard doors—it's all wrong. And the air carries a scent of lavender and jasmine, not the familiar scent of my home. I look around, feeling disoriented.

"How long has it been, Xander?" I ask. There is no reason for me to complete that question, we both know why I ask, why we are here. 

Why pour salt into the wounds of a soul already battered by the storms of life?

He doesn't answer. I tilt my head, meeting his steely gaze without flinching. A hollow laugh escapes my lips at how fucked up this is.

“I guess that question is redundant.” My sarcasm falls off him like water off a duck's back, absorbed into his wounded soul, where the scars of his own past still ache with each passing word. I know. I recognize the tight lines around his mouth, the pre-aging of his youthful skin, the scars lining his bare forearms. Mostly I just feel it whenever he is close. The goodness in him slipping away, like a newborn breathing towards its death.  

“You guessed right, you should drink your coffee.”

“Any chance you’ll tell me where I am?”

“Not just yet, we should discuss this with the Shadows or at least wait until Michael Stone is here.”

I didn’t make it a habit to question my shadows about their personal lives unless I had a reason to. 

With Marco, I had a reason to, many actually, yet I still didn’t do it. 

I didn’t want to have to face him with crushing questions I wanted to know. I feared for his answers. It was her fault, he still stayed with her, like I told him to. Obedient to her, but not to himself. 

Xander was a different story. He was part of Marco’s men or whatever it is ‘his men’ actually meant. 

Not forming part of the Shadows but having a deep seat next to it made me curious about what Xander actually did. One thing I did know—Marco Catelli was no Capo; that title belonged to Deno. 

Xander let slip while he had one too many drinks that Marco was part of something which afforded him a large part in the famiglia by birthright, but no part in their illegal dealings now that I was queen.

Leonardo fell into the same group, and so did I but to an extent. I was officially considered no longer a part of The Famiglia but a fair player in the 5th State—the executioner.

But neither of us were fools. Over the last year a lot of what we stood for, and what we were born into blurred into one. 

Because we all belonged to the 5th state, and that meant we came with bad blood painted on our hands. 

Xander and Salvatore might not form part of the shadows; but they protected me as any of the Shadows would. Which I found odd, since Marco was supposed to just be a normal guy and these guys were not supposed to know the Shadows even existed. But I knew there was nothing normal about him.

My suspicions, curiosity, and desire to understand the bigger picture that hid behind the Catelli siblings was a raging fire I couldn’t quench. 

The hunger to know was maddeningly addictive and dangerously enticing. Now it was no longer a hunger, more of a desperate need.

If tonight was anything to go by, the Catellis had made an enemy of someone who had zero qualms when it came to taking an innocent life. 

Maybe my sister was not that innocent but the baby in her stomach was. It was my job to see vengeance be given. I had to make an example of Lucca Sanati. He had to pay for what he did, what he took from me.

But first, I needed to find out how the hell he got into my house without alerting the men. My house contained more than twenty cameras. The Shadows must've known if someone was going to make a play at their Queen – a group of elite men, soldiers trained their entire lives, smart, educated, including a genius who made sure to add every kind of security feed imaginable to my house.

"Get Michael Stone to see me as soon as he arrives," I instruct, dialing Kylie Bray after noticing the missed call on my now broken screen.

The call rings before going to voicemail. I've known Kylie for a while; we were close, and she never left her phone to ring, especially if she was expecting someone. I dial it again. It rings and does the same thing. Strange.

I call Killer.

"I'm on my way," he answers, the distant sound of cars in the background.

"Kylie isn't picking up her phone."

"I know, Michael lost signal to her phone, car, and your house at the same time. He traced her to a warehouse but didn’t see anything. We're on our way to you; we think it’s Lucca. She had something he wanted."

Shit, that meant he hits all of us on the same night. Was it planned? Surely someone must’ve suspected something.

"Diamond?"

"Funny you mention it. She's on her way with Michael. I suggest you keep her on a need-to-know basis; she's different."

"Got it."

"I want the order," Killer's words carry a weighty meaning, and I know exactly what he's asking and what the consequences are, but I first need to hear everything before deciding our priority.

I put the phone down, catching Leonardo staring at me with anguish painted on his face. They say the extent of love is only weighed in the middle of conflict, disaster, and death. He wasn’t going to like it, but our time for mourning was going to be short-lived. The Shadows had a job to do. Two innocent women needed saving, four funerals that needed attending, and more dead bodies to add in the next weeks.

Vincent Stone's name flashes on my phone, and I frown; he never calls me.

"Vincent?" I answer hesitantly.

"Aliyana, have you heard from Marco? I have an issue; he isn’t answering."

I frown for a second. I wasn’t dating Marco; surely he should call Camilla. But the thought filters through, and reasoning kicks in.

"No, I saw him earlier; he fled. Can I help with anything?"

"Kylie and Be...ah, a friend of hers is missing. I need his help."

"You mean Amariya?"

"You know?"

"Yes, the Shadows take care of their own," I reply before accepting my answer and putting the phone down.

I look at Leonardo, who is still watching me, and I want to smile and tell him it will be alright. But how can I, when my sister just died? His wife ceased to exist. His child never got to have his first cry. How do I find the courage to smile at someone, giving them false hope that everything will be easier in time? Let’s face it; I couldn't. Because Lucca Sanati wasn’t done with us. This was just the beginning. The only difference now was that I was the new player in the game.

He wanted a war, and he'd get it. I wasn’t opposed to winning in every way possible. There comes a point where one needs to taste the iron of victory to establish their hierarchy level.

And I was on top; I was done hiding behind my Shadows and finally ready to come forward. Not just for my sister and her innocent child, but for all those who would die in the future. The 5th State needed to understand there was a bigger player on the table, and I was the Queen, here to stay and rule all—except for one, The Capo Dei Capi. But that depended on who took reign now that the old one was gone.

It was the only way to form some sort of barrier, a part that couldn’t be crossed because today Lucca and whoever helped him crossed a very dangerous line went too far. They came for the Shadows, a direct hit. And even though I wanted to wring his neck, Marco was part of the Shadows, loyal to the cause. Which meant he was under my protection. Which made my next move slightly complicated.

“Get your shit, I want to go to my house. Tell Michael to meet us there.”

Xander’s jaw tightens and his mouth opens, but I lift my hand halting him before he can even speak.

“It wasn’t a fucking question, you either join me or get the fuck out of my way.” I get up and head toward the door.
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Michael Stone

2012

In the labyrinth of morality's maze, I navigate the delicate balance between safeguarding kin and upholding righteousness. Each decision echoes the ancient whispers of duty, weaving a tapestry of sacrifice and honor. Yet, in the depths of my soul, I find solace in the unwavering conviction to shield those I cherish, even if it means straying from the path of conventional virtue.

A journal entry from Michael Stones secret book

There are numerous ways to rationalize an emotional response to a situation beyond one's control, which is precisely why law enforcement exists—to enforce rules established for valid reasons, even if those laws sometimes blur within the realm of the 5th state. My father was a man of many talents, but freedom was never a luxury afforded to our family.

At least, not for us. We were born into a knight's tale, destined to serve a queen. None of us desired it; I initially denied my position to focus on worldly matters, aiming to create a livable environment through technological means. However, over the years, the allure of the Shadows' names and unity drew me in.

They possessed the influence and skills I needed to accomplish daunting tasks. I often took credit as a lone figure, but behind me, they always stood—a silent code to protect our own. Not all of us were suited for the dirty work; my brother and a few others handled the fighting, the violence, and law enforcement. I was the tech guy, the one with smarts and fancy equipment. Yet, over the past few years, I played bodyguard to a girl named Dakota Larken, also known as Diamond.

She was labeled as crazy, but she and I knew it was a hoax, a ploy to deter people from bothering her while she worked. Over nearly two years, she alienated everyone, including her best friend, my sister Kylie. She immersed herself in creating a drug that enhanced human capabilities, even developing a DNA-altering serum with my assistance and technological expertise. Together, we perfected it, making only one sample.

However, word got out, and people came after her. Despite their efforts, they couldn't find what wasn't on the surface. Her boyfriend, now deceased, stole what he believed to be the sample—a dummy drug with similar capabilities, but its effects remained unknown. We both knew lives would be lost.

After learning of the events at the Capello household, we decided to join forces and listen for any out-of-the-ordinary whispers. Figure out who exactly was the one calling the shots. We did for nearly two years. A year longer than we should have. 

I'm not inclined to meddle; meddling is the pastime of the bored. I, however, am anything but bored. Unlike the rest of the Shadows, our family's wealth and reputation came at a considerable cost, which none of us could afford to ignore. This was the price, a young Queen or, better yet, a hunted one.

"Recheck Kylie's security." I keep my eyes on the road as Diamond busies herself on my laptop. My sister's security and communication signals were jammed since early evening. Aliyana's house was disconnected not long after that. And ten minutes following it, her house explodes. What are the chances of that happening? Not coincidental, not two different groups. What were they after?

"It's still blocked. The drug wasn't their primary target. They wanted someone else. Someone specific. I hardly know Aliyana; why go after her? And not my family?"

Taking a wide turn onto Aliyana's street, I think for a moment. Diamond could be right, but it's too obvious. A setup is what this is. Someone is trying to frame Lucca or coercing him.

I park the car on the street, not bothering to hide our presence but not making an effort to bring attention to it either. We weren't stopping here. Aliyana was at one of The Stones' properties. I can't imagine losing my siblings, and I had many, all equally loved and remembered, even David with his antics. There was a reason I called him Loki.

I observe the lingering smoke in the air from the detonated bomb, contemplating jumping out and collecting samples for analysis to identify the perpetrators. Lucca wanted the girl my sister had taken in. If my sister is hiding, I can understand why; if he kidnapped her, I can understand why. What I can't understand or figure out is why attack Aliyana?

I turn the car, heading away from the mayhem. I would have to deal with that part later.

I wasn't sure of my role in this, but I knew I needed to be here. I was summoned, and my sister was now unofficially missing. 

Kylie was the better piece of my siblings. Kinder than the rest of us—more rigid on the inside, yet too normal on the outside. 

Despite her softer core, her need to protect everyone was one of her greatest weaknesses. Loyalty got you killed. My father made certain to drill it into our heads. Why she didn't listen, I have no clue. Maybe Marcus just rubbed off on his daughter.

"Ward, take my phone and dial the last number I called," I order a sulking Diamond. Marcus left her in my care after her father went to prison. She was safest with me, but I never let her forget who she was and the part she played in my life. And she never made me forget how young and volatile she was. 

My phone rings before Diamond dials anyone. I press the button on my steering wheel. 

"What?" I don't recognize the name. 

"Miss Capello asked if you would meet her at the Capello house." I don't respond because it doesn't warrant one. I turn the car around at the next Left, heading back to where we just came from. At least now we can get the information we came for.

We stop outside the Capello house. The gate is a breeze to get through since the police, fire brigade, Mafia, Shadows, forensic team, and who I presumed were the detectives moved like ants gathering food. Only this was the scene of a crime. 

The mansion was partially destroyed, easily fixed. If only the humans who died in it were just as mendable.

It's not hard to imagine what these men are thinking, just touching their feet on this part of the fence. No warrant necessary. Would they find something worth earning that promotion they crave? Maybe. Hope is such a fickle emotion.  

Stepping out of the car, we stand outside until I spot Aliyana jumping out of a black bentley. She's flanked by my brother David as the imposing figure of Leonardo Catelli joins them. 

His presence always unnerves me; I find an air of calculation about him unsettling.

Diamond walks beside me, tying her open blonde hair up in a messy bun and dusty her black sweatpants as she walks in line.

"What do we say to him? I've never seen a man with a wife blown up before." Diamond's hushed yet frantic words make my steps falter. 

"Aliyana and he must've had a thing; maybe I should just leave it alone. Pretend ignorance." Now, I do come to a complete halt. The acrid scent of smoke and burning flesh hangs heavy in the air, a grim reminder of the devastation that has occurred within these walls just hours ago.

"Firstly," I point out the debris, not looking at her as I provide her with some much-needed show and tell, "As you can see, we have a blown-up house."

"I can..."

"I'm not done," my voice snaps, and she mumbles a curse word, closing her mouth.

"Secondly, Aliyana didn't have a thing with him. She had a thing with Marco; now, starting those kinds of rumors will get both of us in a pickle. We are entering the 5th State business. Remember we discussed this."

"Thirdly, we shouldn't say anything, because the body should still be here, and the remnants of death still linger in the air. No one wants to be reminded of that death."

"So he's pissy and I must be nice."

"I didn't say that. Just be careful." 

Diamond trails behind me, her eagerness palpable, infectious even surrounded by the tainted atmosphere.

"I can do that. Think they'll let me gather some evidence?" Diamond asks, her curiosity piqued by the scene before us. Normally, I'd welcome her enthusiasm for unraveling mysteries, but today is not the day for it. I have my suspicions about who might be responsible for this tragedy, and it's not Lucca Sanati; the motives are too blatant, too obvious. 

No sane man would target someone as powerful as Aliyana Capello, not without a hidden agenda. While Lucca may have his faults, I doubt he's behind this. There's another player in town, one whose motives remain shrouded in mystery.

Approaching Aliyana, I do so with slow casual steps. But my approach is a short lived spike, when my brother approaches me. David. Does he have to be the center of attention?

"So the politician has graced us with his presence," I remark, unable to resist a jibe at his expense.

"Sorry to burst your bubble, brother, but you're not the only one devoted to the cause." 

I retort, amused by his choice of words as he shoots a disdainful look at Diamond.

"What's the deal with all of you showing up? How's a tech guy and a 'crazy' woman supposed to be of any help?" he challenges, stuffing his hands into his corduroy jacket. Who still wears corduroy these days? Oh, he does.

"We were called here, just as you were. So here we stand," I reply cautiously, mindful of my brother's tendency to be an arrogant jackass, a trait he seems to exhibit daily. Living together 90% of the time only diminishes my patience for him, not increase it.

"You mean 'y'all'?" he presses, shooting another glare towards Diamond, who thankfully seems preoccupied with the unfolding scene.

"That's correct," I confirm, avoiding direct eye contact and instead focusing on the figures across from us.

The sight of the cop presenting a charred piece of paper to the detective catches my attention. Are they truly attempting to unearth dirt on her family? I scoff at the futility of it all, utterly foolish. No wonder they didn't receive pay raises this year.

"You saw that?" Diamond keeps her voice to a whisper.

"Hmmm." 

"I'm going to take a closer look. You go talk to Alicat." She walks away, not waiting for permission.

Even I understand that Aliyana's father meticulously maintained his properties, ensuring they were free of anything that could endanger his family. That's precisely why he wasn't the target, and the culprit wasn't Lucca.

"You heard anything?" 

"Yeah, Lucca Sanati was friends with Marco, Vincent and Deno. They grew up together. Whatever happened between Marco, Vincent, and Lucca was sorted out years ago. So that part didn't bleed into Aliyana's life that he would risk it. But heard from Killer that Marco and Lucca have a much more urgent issue on their hands. And her name is Beggar."

"Would he kill someone Vincent or Marco loved without retaliation being the reason?" I pose the question, watching as my brother's expression shifts, though he remains silent.

"Funny you ask, because that was the one reason why I didn't believe he killed Marco's brother either."

"But kidnap our sister he did without so much as an afterthought."

"What?" David's brow furrows in confusion.

"Kylie and Beggar are missing, security signals down, no trace of them anywhere. Killer even spent a few hours looking for them."

"You're only telling me this now?" He bellows, his frustration evident, and I instinctively rub the bridge of my nose beneath my glasses. The beginnings of a headache starting to form between my eyes.

There's a reason I never wanted to be a politician, namely having to deal with David everyday. My brother is a lot.

"You can't keep stuff like that to yourself. Did you tell dad? Call Hunter? Or did you at least tell Marcus?"

"No. I told you, and you can do that. Keep busy." He glares at me, his brown eyes furrowing into angry lines. Fuck he's aged fast. All those long summer evenings screwing my ex-girlfriend.

"You such a fucking asshole." His nostrils flare and I shrug as he turns around to make a call. Aliyana is a lot further away now. The sky has no sign of clearing anytime soon. The moon isn't even in view tonight. It's actually quite depressing.

"I heard you told him." Diamond comes up behind me.

"Yes." 

"Is Lucca capable of killing them?" 

"Yes." 

"Capable of raping?" 

"Yes."

"So why are you so calm and David freaking out?"

"I don't have those luxuries Diamond. If I did, most of us would be dead by now."

I leave Diamond and continue toward Aliyana, but come to a halt just in front of her as my brother bumps into me.

"Why the fuck did you bring her?" I stare at him, devoid of any emotional response. 

Like that needs to be addressed at this moment.

"Do you have a problem with Diamond, David?" I query. 

My brother didn't need to answer that question. Of course, he had a problem with Diamond. She didn't take his shit.

She saw through his charade of bullshit and the stories he conjured up for the public. David couldn't handle her perception of him, her refusal to buy into his lies. Despite her youth, she was a genius who couldn't be fooled, nor could she be manipulated like others. With politicians came a web of deceit, and she wasn't ensnared. Reminding him everyday I knew wasn't her smartest choice, but her playfulness. The fact that Diamond even agreed to address him meant something. He just didn't like the meaning.

"She's way more trouble than she's worth."

"Now's not the time for bickering," Aliyana interrupts, her voice steady despite the chaos, though beneath the surface, hints of strain ripple through, like cracks in a shield. "We're here because someone tried to kill me tonight. My sister and her unborn baby are dead because of it. Kylie and Amariya are missing. Whoever did this is working for Lucca or with him, but I don't..." Her voice wavers, a tremor of sadness betraying the strength she tries to maintain. Her face dips, shadows cast by the weight of her words as she inhales deeply, struggling to compose herself. "I know we don't have much time." She's a lot tougher than I would be if our situation were reversed. But then, I am not part of their world. They are desensitized to death at a young age. It's almost inevitable.
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