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            A HUGE MESS TO CLEAN UP

          

        

      

    

    
      Eleni

      

      I stare out of the wide window in the bedroom I used to share with Mama over the Narrows. The setting sun glints off the water, and my heartbeat pounds slowly in my ears. I don’t remember coming back to Staten Island. I don’t know if someone drove me, or I drove myself, or if I walked.

      I changed at some point into a soft dress. Dante’s blood remains on my hands. Other than that, all I know is this view, my heartbeat in my ears, and the uncertain sense that everything has changed.

      Dante is in a hospital somewhere. I think. Or he’s dead in the back of an ambulance or the doctor’s car. That knowledge washes over me numbly. An hour ago—a day ago, it would have rocked me to my core. Torn me apart. There’s a real chance I’ll never look into Dante’s dark eyes and see love looking back at me again. I am alone in America. But in the wake of what he said, I can’t shake the feeling I was alone in America already.

      Christos is dead. That does ache. As much as I thought Luca killed him, part of me still hoped he was just hidden away in some basement, toiling until he got the chance to return to us. I didn’t even get the chance to ask where Dante abandoned his body before the doctor rushed him away. Without conscious thought, I turn and leave the room, walk down the hallway until I reach Dante’s door. It’s closed. Dimly, I remember the threats not to enter without him, the intensity in his eyes. Was he hiding the manacles on his bed? The pictures? Or something worse?

      I open the door and drift over to the wall of pictures. He didn’t move the one of him and Christos. Did he trust me? Or was he just laughing at me behind my back? I pluck the picture off the wall and stare at it. How could I not have known Christos had fallen into this mafia mess? In the last year, after he dropped out of college, he was a little withdrawn, a little more snappish. Mama said that was because he was having a hard time figuring out what to do with his life. She said to give him space.

      In the hollow of my chest, a small flame of frustration lights. That space may very well have been the thing that killed him. None of us knew. And I’d think getting involved with the mafia would be a difficult, obvious process.

      Unless the mafia smiled at you and asked your favorite memory of gyros.

      I shake my head. That’s…different. Right?

      Somehow, I find myself wanting to know more about what happened between them. How they went from brothers in arms to enemies on opposite sides of a war. I leave Dante’s room. My footsteps echo on the wood floor, another reminder that I’m alone. I could call Mama, tell her it’s safe to come home. But she’d ask, and I can’t explain it all now. Not through the numbness blanketing my limbs, my tongue.

      Do I owe Dante the same vengeance I meted out against Luca?

      I open the door to Dante’s office. If there are answers to be found in this house, they’re in here. If they’re not here, I’ll bang on the doors to Piacere until they have to let me in and show me the basement I vaguely remember through a haze of alcohol. I’ll shake them out of Seb, of Tony. They’re somewhere. I just have to look.

      Dante’s desk beckons. I sit in his leather chair and inhale. His smell filters into my lungs, and something cracks within me. I clutch the picture of Christos so hard the paper crumples.

      What am I doing? I’m a twenty-three-year-old waitress with two semesters of night school under my belt. I don’t belong here. I only made sense in this world with Dante at my side, and now he’s—

      Tears sheet down my face. A whirlwind of emotions catches me in its hold, and I slump to the top of the desk, just shaking.

      An engine roars up the drive outside then a second one. Maybe I should just stay here, let whatever loose Lombardi or Coppola soldier find me to end the confusion.

      No. Mama and Baba raised me better than that. Calimerises don’t give up. I scrub the tears off my face and sit up just as the front door slams open.

      “All right, let’s whip this place into some kind of fucking shape,” Uncle John says, his voice muted by the distance between Dante’s office and the front foyer. “Where does Dino keep his papers?”

      Someone replies. Maybe several someones. I can’t make out the words.

      “Because I’m the fucking boss now,” Uncle John snaps.

      “Dante and I have talked about this,” Tony says so tightly I imagine him gritting his teeth. “If something happens to him—”

      “Look, I love the kid, but you and I both know he’s been off his game recently,” Uncle John replies with vitriol. “Why don’t we just—” He drops his voice lower, and I lose the ability to hear the conversation.

      I strain to hear, but I can only make out the tone. Everybody sounds frustrated. Dante keeps a gun in his desk somewhere, I know. I open a drawer and rustle through. Nothing but stationery. The next drawer is all files. Footsteps approach me. This is taking too long. Dante would want his gun fast if he needed it. I run my hands along the underside of the desk and find a leather holster with a pistol.

      The door bursts open. Uncle John stands there, with Tony and a few other men behind him.

      “What the fuck are you doing behind Dino’s desk?” he demands.

      “I was—”

      “Shut up.” His face turns red as he whips around to Tony. “What the fuck is the Greek slut still doing in my nephew’s chair? In his fucking house?”

      The numbness creeps over me again. Dante’s dead. He must be dead.

      “Because she was captured earlier today,” Tony replies. “And she’s a Saint.”

      “She’s a—” Uncle John’s eyes bulge, and a vein leaps out on his neck. “No. No she’s not. She’s a fucking mistake you’d be dragging out by her hair if you had the sense God gave a brick.” He advances toward me, wild with anger. “She ruined everything. She made Dino ruin everything. I told him, fucking warned him, that he was losing it. Shit, for all we know, she’s a Lombardi plant. Wasn’t her brother—”

      His yelling turns to a roar in my ears that melds with my own heartbeat.

      I don’t think. I don’t feel myself stand and raise the gun. I simply take aim, and fire.

      Uncle John falls to the floor, blood splattering out of a hole in the center of his chest. Tony looks from the smoking gun to me, his eyes wide with mingled grief and shock.

      I set the pistol down on the desk. The grip bears a bloody handprint as I slowly sit down and clear my throat. “Is everyone ready to get to business now? Because we have a huge mess to clean up.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            BAD NEWS

          

        

      

    

    
      Dante

      

      I open my eyes to see a popcorn ceiling overhead. Before I can finish thinking how much I fucking hate popcorn ceilings, a pain like I’ve never felt before rips through my chest. I grunt and try to twist away from it. My cheek meets a plastic couch cover, and I recoil.

      Where the fuck am I?

      Glancing around as much as I can without agitating whatever’s going on in my chest yields little. Puke-brown walls. The back of the couch I seem to be laying on, a grandmotherly floral print.

      Popcorn fucking ceilings. I inhale and smell…soup? Chicken soup, I think, and medicinal alcohol.

      None of this makes any goddamn sense, and I feel like shit. My mouth is dry like I got blackout drunk and collapsed in someone’s shithole apartment, but I haven’t done that since college. Getting that drunk is just offering my enemies an opportunity at this point. But I can’t piece enough memories together to come up with another idea.

      Finally, I grit my teeth against the pain and lever myself up a little. I nearly puke from how bad it hurts, but a few deep breaths through my nostrils, and I think I’m steady. I open my eyes and look down at myself.

      “Holy shit,” I mutter.

      My chest looks like somebody turned me into Frankenstein, tight black stitches spidering in every direction like railroad tracks. A few staples gleam in my skin. They look medical, for which I’m thankful. My legs seem fine, though I’m wearing a pair of light blue sweatpants I’ve never seen before in my life. I scrape through my memories for details. Eleni and I met Thano, who betrayed us. A couple of Luca’s goons whisked her to a warehouse in Jersey. I followed the beacon from her GPS necklace there. And then….

      “Motherfucker.” A broad woman with a scowl on her lined face steps into my limited view. “You’re going to undo all our hard work. Back to sleep.”

      “N—”

      She grabs my arm and jams a needle into it before I can finish the word. The world goes black around me.
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        * * *

      

      I open my eyes to see a popcorn ceiling overhead. I fucking hate popcorn ceilings.

      A wave of déjà vu washes through me. I’ve done this before. But last time…last time, I couldn’t see the top of someone’s dark hair. And my chest hurt like I’d been hit by a truck. Now, it just hurts like I was hit by a mid-sized sedan. I twist my head to the side to see who’s sitting next to me.

      Tony, his hair slightly rumpled in a way I know means he’s coming apart at the seams, perks up when I move. “Dante! Thank fuck–”

      “What the fuck is going on here?”

      Tony purses his lips for a second. It’s his worst tell. He’s got crap news.

      “Come on, Tone,” I say. “Don’t fuck around.”

      “Luca shot you,” he says.

      I scowl.

      “Then Eleni shot him,” he continues. “He’s dead.”

      I exhale slowly. She did it. She got her revenge. I only hope it tasted as sweet as she wanted it to.

      “Do I have a prognosis?” I ask.

      “Yeah, Poindexter, Domino figures you died last week.” Tony rolls his eyes. “You’re at his place, by the way. Safer than a hospital. No one knows you’re here but me, Dom, and the doctor in our pocket.”

      My heart skips a beat. “Last week? How long have I been out?”

      He purses his lips again. The bastard. “About two weeks.”

      I drop my head back against the pillow and stare at the fucking ceiling. Two weeks ago, I was shot, and a man called Domino has been storing me on his couch since then. He must’ve been the one who reconstructed my chest. I owe him for that. More than a standard favor. Shit, a bullet to the chest, I should be six feet under already. But if Tony’s confident enough to be an ass, I must be out of the woods. Once I get out of this place, Eleni and I can actually start a life together.

      “How are things?” I ask quietly, hoping he’ll say fine and that I can hole up with Eleni somewhere to recuperate.

      He sighs. “A lot has changed. John is dead.”

      Well, shit. Uncle John was a dick in the days before I was shot, but I have fond memories of him from when I was younger. Much younger.

      “Help me sit up,” I say.

      Tony squeezes an arm between my shoulders and the pillow then leans me against the back of the couch. I wince as the pain doubles, but I don’t make a noise.

      “Gonna have to get you a wheelchair at this rate,” he says.

      “For keeping me locked up here for two weeks, I might want to start shopping in your size,” I mutter. “The sweatpants Domino’s too?”

      Tony shakes his head. “The wife’s. Domino’s were too big.”

      I close my eyes and inhale slowly. “If anyone ever learns that, I’ll send a piece of you to your nonna.”

      “And never taste her lasagna again?” He grins.

      I eye Tony for several more seconds as my brain starts to catch up to my body. Two weeks. Two fucking weeks…

      A few more pieces of the puzzle fall into place in my mind. Seb, Tony, and I went into the warehouse with backup outside. Luca taunted me, touched Eleni in places that made me see red. I shot first. Then, my memory fizzles out again.

      “Is Eleni okay?” I ask.

      Tony purses his lips, and disappointment nearly drowns out the pain. She’s alive, he wouldn’t have hidden that from me, but that face can only mean one thing. She went to Greece. I don’t begrudge her that. It doesn’t exactly seem like Domino’s place has visiting hours. But I begin tallying the calls I need to make to get on the next plane to that little seaside town I know she mentioned at some point and bring her back.

      “How much do you remember?” he asks. “From after you got shot?”

      What? “Zilch.”

      Tony nods slowly. “You don’t remember Eleni saying she loved you?”

      The memory blossoms in my mind like a movie. Dizzying pain, my own ragged breaths, and a bloodstained Eleni leaning over me, saying she loved me. Saying nothing could convince her otherwise. Goosebumps creep over my arms, and I know I don’t want to remember the next part. But the movie keeps playing. I sputter nonsense, choke on my own blood, decide I can’t keep lying to her. And then I tell her I killed Christos. Her face shutters in my mind’s eyes, the second before the memory goes dark.

      Fuck.

      “I’ve got some bad news,” Tony says, heaving a breath. His expression softens, and he shrugs, looking almost disbelieving as he continues, “A lot has changed.”
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            BUSINESS AS USUAL

          

        

      

    

    
      Eleni

      

      I pull into the complex of warehouses on the docks in the bright-blue sedan Dante bought me. It arrived a couple days after our run-in with Luca. At first, I was going to ignore it, like the tracking necklace I took off after that first meeting and haven’t moved from my nightstand since, but it turns out running a syndicate requires a lot of driving.

      Gianna turns up the radio. “Well, I think you’re crazy.”

      I expected her to be furious with me after I shot John. Still, I refused to let Tony give her the news, after all she’s done for me. When she hugged me and said it was a long time coming, I asked her to be my right hand. No matter what he said, Tony was still Dante’s. And I didn’t want anything of Dante’s around to make me think of him, even after I found out he was recuperating in hiding.

      “No one takes me seriously when I pull up in this thing,” I complain. “It’s like a neon sign, begging them to treat me like a little girl.”

      “It’s your favorite color!” She leans back against her seat, displaying the fact that she’s traded out her usual sports bra and leggings for a fitted skirt-suit in deep purple. “I’m not giving up color.” Her playful smirk almost brings a coy smile to my own mouth, but I don’t know if I remember how to smile.

      I don’t remember how to feel, honestly. The only thing I feel, the only thing remotely recognizable, is that aching, desperate numbness that has had me in a chokehold for fifteen days.

      I turn back to the gravel parking lot and set my expression to cold, hard steel.

      We pull up to the warehouse. Three capos stand with the foreman, waiting for Gianna and I to begin the meeting. The foreman looks the car over, long and slow, then snickers.

      “Yeah, I’m painting it.” I switch off the vehicle and get out.

      Gianna joins me, and together, we stride through the salty air up to the four men. One of the capos, Armando, wordlessly hands me a clipboard. I take it and study the shipping manifest on the front. Luxury car brands dance across the page, blurring in front of my eyes. I haven’t slept more than twenty minutes in…long enough that I’ve stopped keeping track. Falling asleep just gives my subconscious permission to play memories of the good weeks I spent with Dante, and I won’t let it remind me of him either.

      “These quantities aren’t right,” I say.

      Armando frowns. “What? I thought—”

      I point to a line on the second page. “The total number of cars is what I was promised, but they’re being shipped to the wrong locations. Forty to Germany, a hundred and seven to Kazakhstan? Does that sound right to you?”

      “Let me see that.” The foreman holds his hand out for the clipboard.

      Gianna scoffs and looks him up and down. “Why?”

      He pales. “I just want to check—”

      “What, that she’s not stupid?” Gianna crosses her arms. “Her title vouches for that. Fix the fucking quantities.”

      Armando smirks at the foreman and shrugs, looking smug as hell. I’m sure this is a sight to see–me in my tailored Armani suit with my baby blue SUV sparkling in the background.

      Yet I’m the boss right now. And everyone in the Saints knows it.

      The foreman opens and closes his mouth a few times then turns and marches back into the warehouse. I shoot Gianna a thin smile. It’s all I can muster. I asked her to help me because I needed someone to side with me, but it turned out she has a way with not just the capos, but every other man who thinks they can talk down to us. I want to be grateful to her, but gratefulness is yet another emotion I’ve let slip through my fingers over the past couple weeks. The numbness that swallowed me up when I shot John hasn’t faded. I haven’t let it.

      Shooting John was the catalyst to a series of events I hadn’t been prepared for. The Staten Island Saints needed a leader in the interim, and as much as Dante apparently promised the role to Tony, I realized very quickly that he gets pissy if he has to sit around in the office for too long. The Saints are better off with him on the streets cleaning up the Lombardi and Coppola stragglers, and me here doing whatever this is, and to my surprise, Tony agreed.

      So, I’m running the show, no matter what that means for my emotions. I’ll deal with them later when Dante comes back and I can just… go away and forget any of this ever happened to me.

      I flip through the next couple pages on the clipboard. This warehouse is handling a shipment of electronics this week as well, all headed into Russia after a recent jump in tariffs. I’ll have to talk to the customs people before we leave. It’s bigger than our usual orders, and security around Russia is tighter than most.

      As I turn to the final page, I realize I’m better off this way. I can still remember how I used to be, a leaf in the storm of my emotions, chasing my heart wherever it led me. Well, it led me to Dante, and he killed my fucking brother. More than that, I used to be a waitress with dreams of maybe computer programming someday. Now, I have hundreds of people more or less ready to jump when I snap my fingers. And with Gianna at my side, they’ll be readier and readier as time goes on.

      The skills from programming carry over to leading a syndicate more easily than I would’ve guessed. I knew the order was going to have a mistake before I even left today because the foreman uploaded his reports, so I set up a simple script to scan for discrepancies. Organizing men is the same way. Tony gave me a rundown of everyone’s strengths and weaknesses when I stepped up, and I have a program to sort through them all and select the best guys for the job. Really, I’m stronger, smarter, and tougher than I used to be. Maybe I ought to thank Dante.

      But I’ll never be innocent, joyful, loving Eleni Calimeris again. She’s gone. She died, I realize, the day I watched my dad get killed, I just didn’t know it yet.

      A black sedan skids to a stop in front of the warehouse, and I whip around, putting my hand on the pistol holstered beneath my jacket. It doesn’t look like a plainclothes cop car, something I learned to recognize back at the Greek Corner for the poker game Baba played once a month. Still, this gun isn’t registered, and neither am I. The fewer questions, the better. The passenger’s side door opens before the car even shuts off.

      Dante stiffly climbs out.

      My breath catches. Something flickers in my icy heart. He’s wearing most of one of his suits, though the shirt isn’t tucked in. It seems to bulge over his chest, like he’s still covered in bandages. I rub my fingers against my palms, remembering the sticky feeling of his blood. His dark eyes burn into mine, a furious mixture of emotions, but the rage boiling off his skin is unmistakable.

      Gianna and the capos instantly stop talking. Dante rolls like a shadow over the asphalt in front of the warehouse, his eyes never leaving mine. I’ve spent so many hours falling into those eyes. I don’t have the time to waste climbing out anymore.

      I look away.

      He clears his throat. “Get out. I need to have a word with…Eleni.”

      I grit my teeth. Of course, the second he can get out of bed, he’s the boss again. I brace for the patter of fleeing footsteps.

      Nothing. I turn and see the capos and Gianna looking at me for permission. A slow smile tugs at my lips.
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            NEW SHERIFF IN TOWN

          

        

      

    

    
      Eleni

      

      I linger in the moment of Dante’s capos defaulting to me instead of him, making sure he feels it. Then, I wave my hand.

      “Go watch the foreman,” I say. “Nothing ranks above making sure the business keeps running.”

      The capos escape into the building. Behind Dante, the engine shuts off. Gianna raises an eyebrow at me.

      “You’re good.” I smile wryly. “At least if he kills me, we got to shut Piacere down a few times.”

      Gianna chuckles. “I’m just lucky I know the people who can keep my name off the no-fly list.”

      “You’re just lucky I’m one of them,” I say.

      It’s the most emotion I’ve let slip into my voice since the shootout.

      She sidles around me, and I turn with her to face Dante once again. Tony leans against the outside of the now-quiet sedan he pulled up in, and Gianna joins him. I knew Tony was still Dante’s, but if he’s sticking around, having my second nearby can’t hurt. Finally, I look at Dante again. Our gazes connecting rings through my limbs like the starting bell of a boxing match.

      “Did you hit your fucking head after I got shot?” Dante demands.

      The flicker of emotion fades. I square my shoulders. He doesn’t get to talk to me like that anymore.

      “What, you don’t like the suit?” I gesture to one of the many suits I’ve purchased with his cards in the last two weeks. This one is navy blue with a thin gray pinstripe. I burned the suit I wore to meet Thano, and I haven’t bought anything black since.

      He stares at me in disbelief. I jingle the glittering chain that stretches between the two silver tips I attached to the collar of my shirt in lieu of a necklace. Gianna said it made me look distinguished.

      “You shot Uncle John,” he says.

      “I thought his face would look better with a bullet in it.” I shrug. “I was right, if you’re curious.”

      “You shot him in the chest,” Dante spits. “I may have been unconscious, but I have people who keep me in the loop. My people, who fucking trust me.”

      I smile. I knew the capos waiting for me would rattle him. Whatever flickered in my chest is dead and buried, and I’ll use the ice that remains to explain to Dante exactly what happened in his absence.

      “Is that so?” I take a step closer. “Because I’ve heard that when bosses go dark for too long, their people start to turn on them. Seek new leadership.”

      Dante grimaces. “New bosses. If you want to play big man on campus, you should get your fucking facts right.”

      I wave the clipboard dismissively. “It’s called learning on the job. There was a sudden opening, no chance to train.”

      “El”—Dante steps forward wincingly—“you don’t have to do this anymore. Just let me handle this.”

      I laugh. “There wouldn’t be anything to handle, if not for me.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I watch Tony frown. I’ll handle him later.

      Dante’s temper flares back up as I laugh in his face. “Let me rephrase then: step the fuck down before I have to take my position back!”

      There’s real heat in his voice, enough that I believe him, if only for a split-second. The truth is, John had some things right about Dante. He has a soft heart. I know he won’t touch me.

      But I don’t know if this new, frozen-solid me won’t touch him, and I don’t want to find out. I toss the clipboard at his feet.

      “Luxury cars tonight. Electronics on Friday.” I leave out the tariff hike. If he wants to be the boss so fucking bad, let him figure it out. “And don’t worry, I kept your fucking seat warm.” I start to storm away.

      “El—”

      I whip back. “No. My name is Eleni. I’m a Staten Island goddamn Saint. And I didn’t just keep your seat warm, I shot your uncle in the fucking face to keep him from taking it. Did Tony tell you that?”

      Dante grits his teeth.

      “Exactly. I’ve got soldiers scrubbing up the last of the Lombardi operation, too, so you may as well go play a round of fucking golf for all the help you’re gonna be in your condition!” I turn on my heel and march to the car, determined not to look back no matter what Dante says.

      After a second, Gianna falls into step beside me. My heart hammers in my ears, louder than our heels on the asphalt. What did I just do? How has so much changed so quickly? I thought I loved Dante. I would’ve done anything for him. And now, he’s the bad guy in my story, the asshole who snatches the first thing I’m really good at from my hands. Who killed my brother. The scary thing is that I don’t know which of us changed.

      He’s also a fucking mafia boss.

      I get into the bright-blue car with Gianna and swallow down a curse. He can’t not recognize it. He knows I’m driving the car he bought me, that if he finds his phone—which I locked in the safe in the bottom drawer of his desk after taking all the relevant numbers—he’ll be able to track me anywhere.

      Gianna remains silent as I throw the car into drive and screech away from the warehouse. Then, she turns down the music and looks at me.

      “What?” I snap.

      “Are you okay?” she asks.

      My heart slams into my throat, frozen and choking. Nobody has asked me that yet. Not since I shot Luca. I blink back—something and clutch the steering wheel. Suddenly, I wish I’d gotten a better look at Dante. I saw him wince, but is he actually ready to run the syndicate again? Is he going to hurt himself trying to keep me out? Do I even care? The last two weeks feel like a hazy, distant dream, already slipping through my fingers as the alarm clock blares to wake me up.

      “I’m fine,” I bite out.

      She frowns, but I turn up the music until the windows shake. Of course, I’m fine. I have to be. Because if I’m anything else, the house of cards I’ve been building since Dante confessed will crumble.
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            SHARDS

          

        

      

    

    
      Dante

      

      I slump against the passenger’s seat, fighting for breath as Tony drives us back through the city streets. Standing up for a few minutes felt like running a goddamn marathon, and I can’t forget the burning in my chest anymore. Tony glances at me in the rearview mirror but doesn’t say anything. He said enough on the ride over.

      As soon as he told me Eleni shot Uncle John, I was on my feet. When he told me it was the same day everything went down with Luca, I put together a picture in my head. I expected her to be grieving, just trying to hold the pieces together.

      Instead, she doubled her kill count in a single day. The Eleni I met in The Greek Corner, the one who glowed while telling me about the after-hours gyros, would’ve broken down. That’s the Eleni I was racing for when I hurried out of Domino’s apartment while his wife yelled for me to lay back down.

      But as we drove to the house for a change of clothes and then where Eleni was “working,” a new story took shape. A hardened, take-no-shit Eleni who ran the Saints for her own reasons and in her own way. I couldn’t believe it.

      As Tony turns onto the Verrazano Bridge, part of me still can’t. I just keep thinking about her twirling in her suit before we left to go meet Thano, giggly and nervous and waiting for my word. Hell, in the car on the way home from the safe house upstate, when she couldn’t name a single goddamn organization.

      “Uncle John was trying to take over?” I ask quietly.

      Tony shrugs. “I had him handled.”

      The day I got shot, he was angling for my seat. Maybe Eleni did the right thing, killing him. That thought is so incongruous, it almost makes me laugh. I can’t imagine Eleni, my El, with blood on her hands.

      “So, she’s handling the business,” I say. “Keeping the shipments on track.”

      Tony purses his lips. The next time he does that, I’m knocking the look off his face. Assuming I can ever muster enough energy to move my arms again.

      “She was.” He stares at the road. “Then, a pocket of Lombardi loyalists popped up.”

      I closed my eyes. “How many is a pocket?”

      “Almost a dozen,” he says. “She gave the order, we cleaned it up, and I expected that to be the end, but before we even got to lick our wounds, she called…she says it’s an all-hands meeting. Everybody piled in, and she declared open season on anyone who ever ran with the Lombardis or the Coppolas, unless they join the Saints on probation.”

      I exhaled slowly. I was out for two weeks. With the first pocket, and how big those organizations were…Eleni has to have dozens of deaths on her hands now. That doesn’t fit with the polished, put-together woman I’d seen at the docks. She couldn’t know what those orders meant. The Eleni I knew wouldn’t be able to get out of bed after that many murders, much less run a warehouse with the sort of instinctual precision I’d seen in the capos.

      Two weeks, and they were all eating out of her little hands. Maybe I never knew Eleni in the first place.

      Tony pulls up to the house. “You want me to…?”

      I shake my head. “If I can’t walk up my own front stairs, you should just put me down.”

      He frowns but lets me climb out on my own. Every muscle aches. Exhaustion drags me slower and slower. By the time I reach the front door, I’m puffing like a pack-a-day smoker. It suddenly occurs to me that I don’t know if Eleni changed the locks. I pull out the set of keys Tony gave me with shaking hands, leaning on the doorframe for support, and slide the one that should work into the knob. It twists. She hasn’t given up on me entirely.

      Inside, two armed soldiers stand next to the door. I’ve never stationed guards inside.

      “Go home,” I say tiredly.

      They exchange looks. Not again.

      I straighten up as much as I can manage, my stitches pulling unpleasantly, and put on my old scowl. “Go. Home.”

      They leave and shut the door behind them. I slump. Am I even still the boss, if my own men won’t answer to me? Through my haze of self-pity, I realize the house is silent. No Gianna. No Eleni. I expected them to be here. Hell, I expected them to be in my office. I trudge up the stairs to my room.

      The door is ajar. The light is on. I push inside with my heart pounding, imagining any number of enemies sitting on my bed with Eleni’s corpse at his feet.

      The only things on my bed are a few cardboard boxes labeled “Dante” and a half-packed suitcase. I stare around at the room. My wall of pictures is turned so the other side of the cork faces out, and sticky notes of business terms cover the back. The chains on the bedposts are gone, and my bedspread has been replaced with…is that the quilt from the guest bedroom Eleni was sleeping in? The soft hiss of the shower edges into my notice then abruptly cuts off. I turn toward the bathroom door and find it open. Eleni finishes wrapping a towel around herself and steps to the sink. She spots me in the mirror.

      “Oh,” she says quietly, as if to herself. “You’re back.”

      “What are you doing?” I gesture to the boxes on the bed.

      She picks up a comb and runs it through her hair. I stare blankly. Her toothbrush wasn’t in here when I left. Nothing was. She sleeps down the hall.

      “You have the better bathroom.” She shrugs. “And I needed my bedroom for an office.”

      “You know damn well that’s not what I’m asking.” I start to storm toward her, but pain shoots through me. I grab one of the bedposts for support. “The fucking boxes?”

      “The boxes are stuff of yours that I moved,” she sniffs. “The suitcase is mine. We’re even, so I’m leaving.”

      I blink. My chest aches in a new way, which at least adds some novelty to what is quickly becoming the worst day of my life. “Even?”

      “You killed Christos. I killed John. We’re done here.” She meets my gaze in the mirror, and her eyes are dead. Completely emotionless.

      Anger flushes my veins. This is still my house, still my syndicate, until they put me in the goddamn ground. Whatever is happening between Eleni and I will be done when I say it’s done.

      My gaze catches on the way her fingers tremble around the comb. Another moment passes, and she bites her lip like she’s holding something back. Maybe that’s a single sliver of the Eleni I knew.

      I will myself to drop to my knees, to beg her forgiveness, to ask her to stay and help run the syndicate while we figure out how to piece back together the shards of what we had. But it’s my house. My syndicate. Pride keeps me on my feet.

      “You did a good job,” I say stiffly. “While I was…out.”

      Eleni closes her eyes and sets down the comb. “I’m going to go sleep in one of the guest rooms.”

      She breezes past me on her way out of the room, and it takes every ounce of self-control I have left not to touch her. The feel of her skin is burned into my brain, but I don’t want to be screamed at. I’m bone-deep tired of fighting. I turn back to my bed, to the boxes and suitcases I can’t lift in my condition, and fish out a pair of pajamas before leaving as well.

      Her scent is all over my room, embedded in the sheets. I’m instantly comforted by it, slipping into a hazy half-sleep fractured by stress and conflicting feelings.

      Did she sleep here because she found the same comfort in my scent? Did she lay here like I am and realize the slippery slope we’re on, and how deep she’s fallen, and how much there’s left to lose?

      I roll over onto my side, staring at the picture-plastered wall.

      Maybe it’s better if Eleni leaves.
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