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Prologue




Some acts do not end when the body falls. 

They do not end when blood dries, or when names are carved into stone, or when time moves on and history forgets your story.

Some acts survive because they are believed.

A choice made once can become a rule.A rule can become tradition.A tradition, passed quietly from father to son, can harden into something that no longer remembers why it began, only that it must be finished.

This is how vendettas outlive the men who start them.

Not through truth.Not through justice.

Through inheritance.

The men who carry these beliefs rarely see themselves as killers.They see themselves as custodians.Accountants of an old balance sheet written in blood.

They believe the past is unfinished business.

And belief is a weapon that does not rust.

This story does not begin with a murder.

It begins with a choice and with a decision.

A moment when someone can choose who should live, and who should die.

Everything that follows, everybody, every act of violence, every life undone, is merely the echo of that choice, repeating until someone finally refuses to carry it any further.
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Sicily 1980











  
  
The Young Woman




She woke with a gasp. 

She lay on her back, her mind a blank. Tears welled in her eyes as she opened them to an ebony darkness. Panic plucked at her heart and attacked her mind. Her hands gripped convulsively, coarse wood scratched her fingers. She had no thoughts, only raw fear. Branches scraped against a window pane and realisation dawned on her. She knew where she was, the old woman’s home, a two-storey hovel perched atop the cliff face, waves crashing against the rocks below. The old woman acted like a midwife to the village. 

She lay on a rough pallet in an empty room in the old woman’s home. She had made her way here in pain and misery hours ago. Or was it days ago? She had no sense of time. She tried to raise her weak body up on one elbow but fell back as pain shot through her body. She felt her stomach. ‘My baby!’ she cried weakly.Her long dark hair was slick with sweat. She pulled the curtain of wet hair from her face. A sudden noise made her eyes dart toward the window. Tree branches thrashed against it. She had no idea if it was morning or night. She remembered the last time.

Her lover, Augusto, abandoned her as soon as he heard the news. Her parents had taken the child from her at the birth and that was the last she heard of the child. From that point onwards, her life was controlled.

A dark rumble of thunder sent a shiver down her spine. She knew he would be coming for her soon, her husband, Gino, the man who would surely kill her.A year ago she had followed him here, chasing something that felt like freedom. Sicily. Sun. Escape.

Gino had shown her the exciting side of life.

It hadn’t lasted.

Bit by bit, everyday life crept into her happiness and she found that village life in Sicily could me more oppressive to a free spirit than ever her parent’s home was. 

Slowly she was being broken down.Then, on a rainy day in April, Augusto had turned up in the village. 

He said he couldn’t live without her, and she fell for his silken tongue. Handsome, witty, and full of life, she had quickly re-kindled her affair with him. She would have done anything to break the monotony of village life. Then came the revelation, Augusto was from a rival family. When he told her she had not understood. Not until Augusto told her in plain language.Mafiosi!For three months they had been lovers and now came the second shock. She was pregnant, again. Augusto, once he found out her secret, fled Sicily, abandoning her again. She was distraught, but fear made her keep the child secret as long as possible, and then Gino had found out.She had managed to get to the old woman’s home. She had been told that the old woman would help her. She would deliver the child and find a new home for it. The price was high but she managed to pay her.Now, here she was, alone and fearful of every sound she heard. Once more she raised herself on an elbow only to cry out in pain and fall back onto the hard wood. She heard a baby cry, somewhere close. She tried once more to get off the pallet, desperately wanted to hold her child for the first time, but her strength failed her.Voices! 

The old woman was shouting but her cries were extinguished by a louder, deeper, male voice.Gino!The sound of a door splintering and breaking made her gasp. A deep, hard male voice almost screaming, “Where is the whore?”"No, God, no," she said, her voice shaking.More wood breaking and then heavy footfalls on the wooden stairs.“Where is she? I want the whore and her child!” Gino’s voice boomed in the narrow confines of the stairwell.There were more heavy footfalls and then silence. She jumped as the door crashed in and light flooded the room. She could see Gino’s dark silhouette against the glowing oil lamp in his left hand. In his right hand there was a pistol.The gun roared.

She jerked.

Then nothing.

Gino swore under his breath as he knelt down beside his dying wife. “Why? Why did you offend my honour?”As he cradled her head, blood trickled down her nose and onto his hand. She whispered but Gino failed to hear her words. He bowed his head closer, trying to catch what she was saying.“…curse you,” he heard her whisper. She drew in a long breath, gasped and coughed, then she sighed and slumped into Gino’s arms.Gino laid her gently on the hard cot. As he stood he noticed the old woman in the doorway. She held a worn crucifix and was muttering words to the Virgin Mary.“Say a prayer for me,” he whispered. He took three steps and faced the old woman. “Where is the child?”The old woman looked up and a crooked smile formed on her lips. ‘The bitch didn’t pay,’ she said, lying. “The child died at birth. The sea has taken it.” She pointed to the window.Gino raised the back of his hand as if to strike, but something about the old woman’s steely gaze sent a shiver down his back. He pulled his wallet from his trouser pocket and took a few notes out, pushing them into the old woman’s hands. “Make sure she has a good burial, outside of the village and unmarked.”Gino nodded and brushed past the old woman as he made his way toward the stairs. He turned sideways. “What was it?”The old woman’s crooked smile turned to a sneer. “No matter… it wasn’t yours, pig.”








  
  
The Old Woman




She had delivered babies for forty years, and not one had arrived clean. 

Blood always came first.

Then fear.

Then money.

The village pretended otherwise, of course. They told themselves children came with prayers and candles, with whispered saints’ names and holy water flicked from calloused fingers. But she knew better. She had seen too many women bite down on cloth to keep from screaming, too many men pace outside doors pretending they were brave. Life did not begin pure. It began desperate.

Tonight, it began again.

She stepped into the next room, closing the door with care. The house creaked in the wind, old wood protesting its own survival. Outside, the sea hurled itself at stone, as it always had. Sicily did not soften for anyone.

A baby cried. Crying attracted attention, and attention was dangerous currency. She soaked her thumb in spirit and allowed the child to suckle.

She had already made her decision. Not tonight, not even when the girl staggered up the path clutching her belly and her shame.

Long before that.

The husband would come. Husbands always did. Honour demanded it. Men like Gino did not ask questions when they believed they already owned the answers. And he would bring violence with him the way other men brought apologies.

She had asked for her price knowing this. The village thought her cruel for it. They liked to imagine she did what she did for God alone.

She knew better.

Money bought silence. Silence stalled. Time bought opportunity, the only thing that ever saved a child.

Greed had built this refuge. Mercy would now use it.








  
  
Stakeout 




Los Angeles – Present Day 

Morning in LA arrived without ceremony.

No drama. No warning.

Light spilled across concrete and glass as the night slipped away.

The street looked ordinary.

A paperboy cycled past, tossing newspapers with practised ease. A postman worked door to door. Across the street, a coffee shop hauled open its shutters.

Normal.

That was the illusion.

Jason Blackwood gripped his Glock pistol and squeezed himself flat against a tree in a leafy street in an up-market suburb. The pleasant surroundings belied the reality of Blackwood’s FBI stake-out.

His left hand hovered near his ear.

Listening.

Waiting.

“He’s walking towards me,” he muttered into his wrist mic. 

Damn it to hell.

“Another ten seconds and your whole operation goes to hell, Deems.”

A crackle in his ear.

“You were told to hang back,” Deems snapped. “Not play hero.”

Blackwood smiled faintly, eyes fixed ahead.

“Relax. I’ve got this.”

Despite his quiet tone, Blackwood was aware that months of undercover surveillance was about to be blown in a few minutes. 

This is going to be a bad day. 

Blackwood’s quarry, Abdul El Karsan, was walking towards him and would easily recognise him, Blackwood had been undercover in Karsen’s gang for several months.

“What the hell, Blackwood!” Jon Deems, FBI CP chief’s squeaky voice cursed in Blackwood’s ear.

Karsan’s gonna see me and that’s the operation gone.“Move your sorry ass, Blackwood. Walk away with your hood up,” the CP chief’s voice was urgent, almost panicky.

“Gentlemen… behave yourselves. Or I might have to get involved.”

Blackwood exhaled slowly.

“Hi, Chad,” he said. “You still awake?”

“Always awake,” came the reply. “Always alert.”

“Yeah,” Deems muttered. “About as alert as a corpse.”

A black car sat in the shade of a side street.

Chad Everly lounged behind the wheel, one arm draped over the door, a cigar burning steadily between his fingers. He looked like a man waiting for trouble and not particularly concerned about when it might arrive.

“You got two choices here,” Chad said. “Stay where you are and hope he don’t spot you… or run like hell and live to regret it.”

Blackwood didn’t answer.

Deems had insisted Blackwood take the point as they prepared to move in on Karsan’s gang. 

“If my cover is blown, it will destroy months of undercover work.”

Deems had overruled him.Blackwood cursed again and then, taking a deep breath, he prepared to confront his quarry. As he  pushed  himself from the tree a squeal of tires made him pause. A silver Buick  pulled up and Karsan quickly got into the passenger side.It was then Blackwood became aware of someone whistling, tunelessly, behind him. 

A boy. No more than ten. Head down, lost in his own world, headphones on, walking straight into the line of fire.

For a fraction of a second, everything slowed.

Karsan’s car.

The guns.

Distance.

Timing.

The Buick pulled away.

The rear window dropped.

An AR-15 slid into view. 

His earpiece had the world and his sister screaming into his left ear.

The young boy, smiling and whistling came tripping along without a care in his world.Blackwood had to make a snap decision. 

Deems was screaming in his ear, “Blackwood! Ignore the boy. Concentrate on Karsan.” 

Blackwood looked at the boy and then at the car.

He took a deep breath and chose the boy.Automatic fire was hitting the sidewalk as Blackwood raced toward the boy. Scooping him up and ignoring his protests Blackwood made for an alleyway and dived into it, hitting a small dumpster and knocking the empty dumpster over. Blackwood, the boy, and the dumpster crashed into the dumpster, covering them as it fell over. Heavy gunfire hit the walls and the dumpster. The dumpster was an old metal type, and bullets ripped into the metal, zinging away at alarming angles.Karsan’s car sped past the alleyway, tires screeching.“Blackwood!. What are you doing?” Deems voice was now at squealing point.“Saving your sorry ass,” Blackwood muttered.“You broke my smartphone, man?” Blackwood rolled clear and sprinted for the alley mouth.“Hey, you dumb shit, you broke my phone,” the boy shouted after Blackwood. 

Blackwood stopped and turned.  “Stolen?”The boy’s face reddened as he nodded, slowly.“Those are the breaks kid, literally in your case.” Blackwood turned and exited the alleyway.The boy held up the broken device. “Sonofa….”

As Blackwood exited the alleyway a black sedan screeched to a halt next to him. With a fluid motion, Blackwood launched himself over the hood and landed deftly on the other side of the vehicle, as the passenger door swung open. Blackwood dropped into the passenger seat.“Get a grip, my man. This is gonna be a rough ride.” Chad Everly, a large black slab of a man was grinning from ear to ear. Blackwood’s partner of five years was always there, ready for the fight, ready to back Blackwood to the hilt. “Hit it big man,” Blackwood said, checking his Glock and pulling a pump action shotgun from the well of the vehicle. “This guy is going down today.”“Amen to that, brother.”
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