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Theo

MY HEART WAS RACING! I could feel the blood rushing through my veins at the same speed the car’s wheels spun against the asphalt. I touched my pocket, checking that the bullets were there so I could reload my weapon if necessary.

I’d been on this hunt for ten years and had finally found the true culprit behind my father’s death. A trail of false leads and too many frightened people could only mean someone powerful.

Testimonies, extortions, and tortures had led me to Sicily, the Italian island that was the cradle of the country’s mafia and home to very influential families.

The sound of tires screeching snapped me from my thoughts, making me realize we’d arrived at my destination—a poor neighborhood in one of the northern districts of Palermo.

“Sir?” The man in the passenger seat, Romulo, one of my most loyal soldiers, turned to me, awaiting my orders.

I drew my weapon from its holster, released the safety, and pointed it upward.

“Surround the building.” I opened the rear car door, and at the same moment, other men emerged from the van escorting me.

I gestured with my hand, and they moved, forming a half-circle to cover all possible entrances and exits of the building.

Be cautious, Theo. I could almost hear my mother’s voice in my mind. I’d waited too long for this moment to lose the opportunity.

Two of my soldiers went ahead of me and kicked in the front door. When the wood gave way under the impact, my heart beat even faster. Adrenaline was pumping at full throttle, and I could feel the blood in my eyes from the anticipation of completing the mission I’d given myself at my father’s funeral: revenge.

The building looked like an abandoned hotel. It had likely been used as a local mafia operations center for a long time. There were some women at the entrance who ran when they saw us, and the men with them were subdued by my men before they could even think of a response.

I approached the one at the counter and pressed my gun to his head, clenching my teeth.

“Where is he?”

The guy swallowed hard and went pale.

“Don’t make me ask again.” I pressed the pistol closer to his temple, and the air grew heavier.

I wasn’t usually like the Americans—shoot first, ask questions later—but things could spiral out of control quickly when dealing with something as personal as this.

“Upstairs. In the lab.”

I pistol-whipped him in the middle of the forehead, knocking him unconscious onto a chair behind him.

My men waited for my signal and moved up the side stairs leading to the upper floor. I followed in the middle of them, protected front and back so I wouldn’t be taken by surprise.

We moved down the hallway, kicking in doors, finding some empty, others occupied by soldiers and prostitutes. They truly weren’t prepared for my invasion; we’d caught them with their pants down.

At the last door in the hallway, when the wood fell, I saw the man standing there, a gun aimed in my direction. The damn ghost I’d been chasing for a decade.

The man in the suit, with brown hair and eyes, in his forties, was Tiago Mancini, the mafia capo in Palermo, who was supposed to be one of our loyal subordinates but was nothing more than a wretched traitor, just like Donatella Rossi.

“You shouldn’t have barged in like this, Bellucci. My family has had agreements with yours for many years. What do you think the others will say when they hear about this from the head family?”

“They know there are weeds that need to be pulled before they cause a headache, and you’ve gone too far.”

“All in the name of family, right?” He laughed, staring at me as if he’d always known this moment would come sooner or later.

“You hid well, you bastard.”

“I have good allies.”

I looked at the men with him, besides the chemists handling the pure drug.

“Let’s see how good they are.” I glanced at my soldiers and took a step back into the hallway.

There were four of mine outside and five of his inside, plus the three chemists.

I heard a shot, and the bullet hit the wall on the other side. Tiago would have to improve a lot to hit me. However, they’d also managed to take cover inside the room behind furniture.

One of my men moved to fire before quickly hiding behind the wall again. His shot caused an explosion—probably one of the flasks used for drug processing had been hit.

I saw that one of the open doors led to a room containing a standing mirror. I gestured with my fingers and signaled for one of my men to go get it. With the object placed at a specific angle, I could see one of the men inside the room and shot him in the neck, making him fall backward.

They fired at the mirror. The glass shattered into a thousand pieces, flying in all directions, but some fragments remained, enough for me to see the movement inside the room. Modesty aside, between me and my two brothers, I was the best shot. My time training with American snipers when I was young had come in handy.

I took down two more before my men forced their way in. One of my soldiers was shot in the chest and fell backward, but fortunately, everyone was wearing vests.

I shot Tiago in the hand, and he was forced to drop his gun from the bullet that had torn through his fingers. He hissed but remained steady. Like me, this man was well accustomed to the world we lived in.

I struck his forehead with the butt of my gun, and the capo fell dazed to his knees but didn’t pass out.

“You already know it was me, you came here to kill me. So let’s get on with it.” He clenched his teeth, taunting me as if I weren’t in control of the situation. It was either very brave or completely stupid of him.

“You think it’ll be that easy, you bastard?”

“Killing that ridiculous old man was pretty easy. What kind of idiot boss goes to a bookstore every Friday with only a few soldiers?”

I growled, and he laughed. He knew death was near and wasn’t afraid to face it head-on.

“Yours didn’t amount to much either.” I looked at the bodies scattered around us.

“It took you ten years to figure out it was me. Doesn’t seem like I failed that much.” He laughed heartily, provoking me.

The adrenaline was still intense in my body. It was hard to maintain a balance between the rage and the coldness the moment demanded. I was face-to-face with the bastard who had killed my father, and I only wanted to know one thing:

“Why?” I shot him in the leg, making him fall, but not even the pain was enough to wipe the smile from his face. He was boasting about his deed, and if his intention was to push me to my breaking point, he was almost there.

“He was weak.” He spat on my leather shoes, and I shot his other leg.

Tiago braced both hands on the floor, and a pool of blood began to form beneath him. If I did nothing more, he would slowly waste away until there was no blood left in his body and his organs collapsed.

“My father was never weak.” I kicked him in the face, sending the man reeling backward. He was visibly dazed, but his smile didn’t fade.

“If that were true, I wouldn’t have ambushed him so easily.”

I tightened my grip on the gun, feeling my blood boil even hotter in my veins. I could be cold about many things, but when it involved my family, the situation could change very quickly.

“It seems Marco isn’t a much better boss either, since he’s not the one here.”

“My brother has far more important matters to deal with than vermin like you.” I shot his uninjured hand, making it bleed like the other. “I think you should start begging for your life.”

“Do you think I would have spared your father if he had begged?” He laughed loudly, but before the laughter could echo through the room, it was silenced by a shot that hit him between the eyes.

“Fucking bastard.” I roared as the body fell forward, completely lifeless.

This wasn’t the first soul I’d sent to hell, nor would it be the last, but it would be the one I was most proud of.

After ten years of hunting for the one responsible for ambushing my father at the bookstore, I had finally avenged him.

As soon as my breathing normalized, I took out my phone and dialed my older brother’s number.

“I hope it’s important enough to have interrupted me.” His voice resonated from the other end, thick with irritation.

“I found who killed our father.”

“Where is he?” His tone changed, and I knew I had his attention.

“Dead.” I kicked the pile of shit on the floor.

With the body of the traitorous capo at my feet, I thrummed with the satisfaction of finally fulfilling the promise I’d made over my father’s grave. It was settled—at least, that’s what I believed.

The truth was, blood always attracts more blood.
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Tatiane

I SCREAMED WHEN THE image of the coffin shattered my heart into a thousand fragments. I’d felt pain before in my life, especially when my mother died and I was just a child, but nothing compared to that moment. It was as if the entire planet were pressing down on my chest.

I pitched forward and tried to throw myself onto the coffin, but one of the men caught me and pulled me back, placing me beside my sister-in-law, whose grief was more restrained. I couldn’t accept that the person I loved most in the world was inside that wooden box with the lid closed.

My sister-in-law had handled all the funeral arrangements, and she’d chosen this way so no one would see the powerful man my brother had been with his face disfigured, a bullet between his eyes.

Standing at my side, impeccably dressed in black, she seemed like an anchor holding everything and everyone steady, while I surrendered to sorrow in its deepest form.

I looked around, studying the other faces. They all showed respect for my brother, but no one dared to show how much they would miss him, the way I did. Or perhaps I was the only one who truly cared about the person Tiago was.

Getting the news that he had died felt like someone reaching into my chest and tearing out my still-beating heart. More than an older brother, he had been a father, the person who took care of me and protected me when no one else would. I was a bastard, Gilhermo Mancini’s daughter by a prostitute. I probably would have met the same fate as my mother if Tiago hadn’t taken me in. In secret, he kept me in a house with nannies, fed me, educated me, defended me, and when our father died, he brought me to live with him, his wife, and his mother in a mansion on the city’s coast.

I loved him more than anything in the world. My brother was the most important person in my life, and knowing I would never see him again, that after today he would rot under six feet of earth, was too much to bear.

“How can you stand it?” I turned to Angela, the widow.

“Take a deep breath, Tati.”

“I can barely breathe.” I rubbed my eyes as I watched the coffin, draped with the Italian flag, being lowered by the cemetery workers.

“We need to be strong now.” She placed a hand on my shoulder and stroked it gently. “It’s what your brother would expect of us.”

“How could they do this? Why would they kill him like that?” I hugged her, dampening the shoulder of her dress with my tears.

Tiago shielded me from a lot, but that didn’t mean I was ignorant of his illegal dealings. As the head of the mafia in Palermo, he was the capo who controlled everything in the region, legal or illicit. That meant he attracted a lot of attention, but I was foolish enough to believe he was like a superhero, someone untouchable. No matter what happened, he would always be there for me.

What would become of me without my brother?

The soldiers allowed me to approach the coffin again when my sister-in-law handed me a few white roses to toss into the grave. My nephews, standing behind us, did the same. If I was already struggling with such pain, I could only imagine what it was like for the two of them. At fourteen and ten, they were far too young to lose their father.

As I stared into the pit, now covered with roses, I rubbed my eyes and remembered our earliest memory together.

I was in a large room with a huge window that filled the space with light. I didn’t recognize the place, but I’d never been anywhere so beautiful and clean. The woman with me was also a stranger, but she had a kind smile and had fed me, which made me trust her.

Distracted by the room, I was drawn by the sound of the door opening and turned toward the entrance just in time to see a man walk in. He was vaguely familiar and a complete stranger, all at once. He carried a huge parcel wrapped in colorful paper with an enormous pink bow, which he offered to me.

“What is it?” I rubbed my eyes.

“A present for you.”

“Where am I? Where’s my mother?” I looked around, hoping she would emerge from another room, but she didn’t.

“This will be your home for now, and Alexandra will take care of you.”

“Mama...” I began to cry, then startled when he hugged me, pulling me onto his lap and wrapping me in an affection I hadn’t received from anyone.

“Your mother isn’t here anymore, but I’ll take care of you, little sister.” He kissed the top of my head, and from that moment on, Tiago showed me what fraternal love and the feeling of being protected felt like.

The coffin meant unprecedented pain and the end of my certainty that, no matter what happened, my brother would always be there to protect me.

I wanted revenge, even though I didn’t know the complications of it and was too naïve to understand.
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Theo

“THE CAPI SHOULD BE arriving to meet with us in a few hours. We should head to the warehouse in Ostia soon.” Marco moved away from the window, walking over to where I stood with our younger brother near the door to his office.

“The whole of Italy here. Wow!” Mateo was buzzing with excitement, as if he didn’t grasp the complications of what had happened in the last few days. “We haven’t had a meeting of this magnitude since Papa died.”

“You shouldn’t be so excited, brother.” Marco chided him, his serious gaze leaving the youngest and landing squarely on me. “Theo killed the capo of Palermo, and that could bring complications, even instability. Messing with the Sicilians was never easy, and our great-grandfather built a very fragile line of control over them that cannot be broken.”

“I only avenged our father,” I huffed, irritated at Marco looking at me like that, as if I’d done something wrong instead of completing a mission that fell to all of us.

“The Mafia is an organization, not anarchy. We will meet with them and justify our actions, just as we did after Donatella’s death.”

I just nodded but kept my arms crossed. Still, rational as I tried to be, I hadn’t expected my older brother’s first move upon hearing the news to be summoning a meeting with leaders from across the country.

“Theo, I am very glad the man responsible for our father’s death is finally dead, even happier that he didn’t drag you down with him. He may not have said it, but I imagine our father’s death was an attempt to weaken us and try to seize power again. However, I believe the message has now been delivered. The Belluccis are the power in Italy, and we will remain so.”

Marco was right, and I said nothing more. Our strength was forged on a thin line between fear and a sense of security. We had to tread carefully, because our actions could cost us everything.

In the wake of Tiago Mancini’s death, I was gripped by a strange sense of relief, as if my greatest mission had been accomplished and, at the same time, I no longer had any greater purpose in life. Ten years had passed with me chasing leads that would take me to that man, but now that it was over, a strange sensation still wouldn’t let me relax. I imagined it might just be the meeting with the capi and the definitive final period on that story.

“Are you boys in there?” My mother’s voice echoed from the other side of the door, followed by a knock.

The three of us exchanged looks until Marco pulled the handle and looked at her with a stern expression.

“It’s not a good time.”

“Is Theo alright? I heard the soldiers talking about what happened.”

“Mother!” Marco maintained his firm stance.

“He was your father, but he was my husband too. I deserve to know what happened.”

“He’s been avenged,” I summed it all up in that simple response, because it filled me.

My mother finished pushing the door open and entered the office, embracing me. I was surprised, but I didn’t push her away, partly because I knew my mother blamed herself for what had happened, since my father’s routine of always going to bookstores in Rome was to buy something for her.

“I’m so glad you’re alright.” She held me tighter.

“I am.” I bent down, kissing her forehead. “We need to go now.” I removed my mother’s arms from around me and was the first to head down the corridor.

We went down to the living room and I saw my brother exchange a look with his wife, seated on the sofa reading a book on motherhood while her belly seemed to grow larger by the day. Marco wasn’t one to share much with the rest of us, but given the circumstances of his marriage to Laís, he seemed content; at least the girl had survived Donatella and would give birth to the Mafia’s next heir.

We headed to the garage and each of us got into separate cars with soldiers. Then, escorted by a van, we proceeded to a warehouse in the coastal district of Ostia. When we parked in the usual spot, there were already several other cars and motorcycles indicating the presence of the capi.

I was the first to get out of the vehicle, followed by Mateo, with Marco exiting last. Some of our men accompanied us, but those from the van stayed outside along with other soldiers. The capi were gathered in a circle, talking, but fell silent the moment they saw us. They opened a space for us to pass through and reach the center.

“Finally arrived,” one said, but quickly fell silent when the boss’s gaze was cast in his direction.

“I assume you know why you’re here and have paid attention to the news of the last few days,” Marco began.

Standing at his right side, I observed each of their faces and the expressions they directed at me. Some looked confused, while others conveyed distinct expressions ranging from joy to suspicion.

“Tiago Mancini was killed last Thursday,” the Mafia boss continued.

“At one of his distribution centers, we heard,” said Flavio, a local capo I saw fairly often, though he wasn’t one of my favorites. “The place was raided and he was killed, that’s what they’re saying.”

“I raided it and killed him,” I said, immediately drawing all eyes to me, their features settling into anger and shock.

“We spent ten years looking for the man responsible for our father’s death, and Theo finally found evidence that led him to the man.” Marco took a step forward and took back the reins of the conversation before they could start accusing me of anything.

I took a deep breath before my brother gave me back the floor.

“For the last ten years, I scoured every corner of Italy for the truth of what happened to my father. False leads cost me a lot of time, but finally a witness led me to footage from a camera installed two blocks from the bookstore where our boss was murdered, which proved the Sicilian’s presence at the scene. The man himself confessed everything when confronted.”

“And where is this footage?” inquired Armando Savoia, the capo from the city of Agrigento, also in Sicily.

It was to be expected that men like him would be the first to question what had happened. With a cool head, I could understand my older brother’s fears perfectly well.

“All the evidence and leads I gathered over the last ten years will be sent to those who demonstrate an interest.”

“Our organization is built on loyalty. If someone acts against that, they put our entire structure at risk and must be punished accordingly.”

“With their life,” Mateo finished.

“What do you intend to do with the territory?” Armando Savoia ran a hand through his hair, staring at us with a mix of apprehension and the look of a man assessing an opportunity. “Given that Tiago’s sons are still children and cannot assume control of the family now.”

“Giulio Mancini is Tiago’s cousin and should assume power if he swears the oath to us; otherwise, there will be a restructuring of power in Palermo.” Marco didn’t hesitate to answer him.

“I stress that this was an isolated event to remind them not to stand against us, but it should not be seen as an attack on Sicily or its leaders. We have a good relationship, and it is better for all sides that it remains that way,” I completed my brother’s sentence.

“That is how we will maintain it.” Armando nodded to me, and the other Sicilian leaders who had attended the meeting summoned by Marco did the same.

“That is all.” My brother made a gesture dismissing them, and the three of us headed back to our cars.

I hoped that, as with the Donatella case, they would understand that Tiago’s death was in the name of family, and that anyone who tried to come near ours would be punished in equal measure.
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Tatiane

I COULDN’T SLEEP THE night after my brother’s funeral. I tossed and turned, and nothing could make my eyes stay shut. I needed to know what had happened, but more than that, I needed to do something. How could they just kill my brother and have no one do a damn thing about it?

Still in my nightgown, I decided to walk through the house. I wandered the hallway, approached one of the windows, and stared at the moon for a while. I drifted from room to room before finally heading back to my bedroom. I lay down again, but sleep wouldn’t come. The whole night passed like that, restless, until dawn broke. The sun invaded my window as it did every morning, filling my heart with a vague hope that everything might go back to the way it was.

I brushed my teeth, pinned my black hair into a bun, swapped my nightgown for presentable, clean clothes, and left the room. I took the side corridor that led to the back of the house—a leisure area with a pool and the most beautiful view of the city, the sea sprawling out below and in the distance. The house was built on a hill, and a small set of stairs on the side led down to the beach, a place my nephews loved to play.

How many times had I stood there, looking at that view and listening to my brother’s advice? Tiago was serious, but also a lot of fun.

I’d never known our father. He hadn’t cared about me when I was born, nor when my mother died. I didn’t like to think about what might have happened to my life if Tiago hadn’t rescued me. My brother owed me nothing, yet he gave me everything. I felt with increasing urgency that I had to do something, instead of just forgetting him, like the rest of the house seemed to be doing.

“Oh, you’re still here?” A voice echoed behind me, a reminder that not all my time in this house had been happy.

I turned from the railing where I’d been leaning, watching the sea, and saw Edna. Tiago’s mother, and the person who had looked at me with the most contempt since the day I arrived.

“Why wouldn’t I be here?” I crossed my arms and squared my shoulders.

“I thought someone would have taken you back to the hole you never should have crawled out of.” Her tone was sharp, dripping with all the venom she’d reserved for me since I first set foot in this house.

Edna couldn’t see me as anything but a symbol of one of her husband’s many betrayals. Looking at me made her remember my mother and hate me even more. I’d tried to change that when I was younger, but my attempts to get closer only provoked more disgust from her. We were like opposite poles of a magnet.

“Tiago loved me.”

“He’s not here to protect you anymore.” As offensive as her words were, she was right. I no longer had my brother, nor the safety he’d provided all these years.

“Angela...”

“Angela won’t be able to do a thing.” She laughed. “Just like I couldn’t. My son put you in a gilded bubble, and you’re still too foolish to realize that in this world, it’s the men who are in charge. Without Tiago, you’re alone.”

“That’s a lie!” I swallowed hard. I had no grounds to say it, but I had to shout, to keep the old woman from just trampling over me.

“Let’s see how long you last here, then.” She cackled, and I ran because I couldn’t stand to look at her mocking expression any longer. I went back inside and headed to the dining room, where my sister-in-law was sitting with my nephews having breakfast. Despite her puffy eyes, which showed she’d been crying, she held herself firmly and acted with the children as if nothing had happened, maintaining an air of normality.

“We need to do something,” I announced.

“Something?” She raised a brown eyebrow and looked at me with surprise.

“About Tiago’s death. We have to go to the police! Whoever killed my brother needs to pay.”

“Tati, sit down here.” She pulled out the chair beside her, indicating the seat for me.

I nodded and sat.

“You’re twenty-five. You’re a woman, but Tiago always treated you like a little girl. You’re the daughter we never had, but understand, there’s nothing we can do to bring him back, no matter how much it hurts.”

“I know he’s not coming back.” I rubbed my eyes, trying to push back the tears that insisted on falling every time I remembered that fact. “But I think the person who did this needs to pay for what happened.”

“No one can do anything against the Belluccis.”

“Belluccis?”

“They’re the ones who make the rules and decide everything all over Italy.”

“They killed Tiago?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Listen carefully, Tatiane. Your brother made the decision to keep you away from mafia business, and I believe it was the best thing he could do for you. Tiago worked hard to give you a good life. Don’t destroy it with some impulsive act.”

“So we just sit here and do nothing?”

“Yes.”

“I thought you loved him.”

“With all my heart.” A tear slid from her eye, and my sister-in-law turned her face away so neither I nor my nephews would see her cry.

“Are you okay, Mommy?” Little ten-year-old Mario touched his mother’s hand on the table.

“Yes, my love.” Angela smiled at him. “Just focus on eating, okay?”

“I think Auntie is right. We have to do something about Dad’s death.” The older boy crossed his arms.

“Luca, no!” Angela shot a severe look at me, then at her son. “Your main concern, both of you, should be growing up safe. Let the adults handle the situation.”

“I’m the heir.” Luca asserted himself.

“Yes, but you’re too young for that, so you need to grow up a little more before you take over your father’s business. Until then, don’t worry, I’ll take care of everything.” My sister-in-law spoke with such conviction that I almost believed her.

Angela had her own worries—the house, the children to raise, and likely all the responsibilities that had just fallen on her shoulders. She was a widow in a world where I was constantly being told that men were in charge.

I ate breakfast while my mind raced. On one side, my sister-in-law told me everything would be fine; on the other, Tiago’s mother threw it in my face that I was nobody without my brother, which might well be true. But the desire to do something kept hammering inside me.

Bellucci...

I’d heard that surname once before, but I hadn’t paid attention to the fragments of my brother’s many conversations with the men who worked for him.

After breakfast, I slipped out of the room and went to the kitchen, where an old cook was always busy. I had a great fondness for Francesca, ever since the episode when I was a child, arriving frightened at this house, and she gave me a big slice of chocolate cake.

“Hi!” I leaned on the granite countertop, getting her attention.

“Hello, girl.” She dried her hands on her apron, which hugged the prominent curves of her body, before coming closer.

“Francesca, you’ve worked in this house a long time, haven’t you?”

“Since I was a child.”

“You’ve seen and heard a lot of things?”

“Where are you going with this?” She drew back, sensing the direction of my questions.

“I presume you know everything—or at least, much more than I do, since Tiago preferred I didn’t see or hear anything.”

“I was born into the mafia too, and I was lucky enough to become a wife and not one of the club whores. If you can call that luck.” She laughed bitterly. “My husband and my son are soldiers—a fate they couldn’t escape.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You get used to it in time, and I’m happy when I’m here in the house, cooking for you all.”

“Do you know who the Belluccis are?” I whispered, as if asking her to tell me a secret.

“Who doesn’t?”

I frowned, and she laughed.

“The family that runs the entire Italian mafia. Your brother was a very powerful man, but the Belluccis were above him. Above anyone.”

“Angela thinks they were responsible for my brother’s death. I want to know why.”

“If Marco Bellucci, the big boss of the mafia, ordered the death of one of his allies, he must have had a very good reason. But you should stay far away from all that.”

“Why?”

“Mafia business isn’t for women like you, girl. Your place is with a man who will protect you and to whom you’ll give children.”

“My brother never forced me to marry. He only said I should keep my virtue until that time.”

“That’s how they are. They sleep with as many whores as they can, but when it’s time to marry, they want virgins.”

“Where are these Belluccis?”

“They’re usually in Rome.”

“Thank you.” I kissed her cheek and left the kitchen.

“Oh, girl!” I heard her shout as I walked away. “Please, don’t...”

I was already too far to hear the rest of the sentence.

The Belluccis had killed my brother, and I was going to find out why.

I went to my room, opened my computer, and searched for as much information about them on the internet as I could, though I didn’t find anything very relevant. They were people involved in illicit business who weren’t going to declare it online.

I packed a small bag with a few clothes and checked that I had money and a credit card in my wallet. After deciding I had everything I needed for a few days in another city, I hid the bag under the bed.

I went through the rest of the day with my normal routine. I had lunch with my sister-in-law and nephews and went back to the computer to continue my research until I found a photo of one of the Belluccis—the middle brother, Theo. He was at an event with a nightclub owner; the article said they were friends. That could be one of the places where I might start looking for answers.

After dinner, I waited for everyone to go to sleep before leaving my room. I was wearing a black tracksuit, hoping it would help me blend in, and a pair of comfortable sneakers, since I didn’t know how long I’d need to walk.

I moved through the dark corridor I was used to, but pressed myself against the wall when I heard a noise. There were always guards in every corner of the house. That hadn’t changed with my brother’s death.

Heart pounding, I gripped the straps of my backpack and waited for the sound of footsteps to fade before heading to the stairs and down to the living room.

Another man passed on his rounds, and I hid in the shadow of a support column until he was gone.

I knew there were many more of them at the front of the house, so I decided to go to the kitchen. The light in that room was always on. I’d discovered that during the countless times I’d gone down for water in the middle of the night. What I didn’t expect was to see Edna there.

My first instinct was to scream in surprise, but I held back. The only thing that would accomplish was waking my sister-in-law and everyone else in the house.

I was about to say something when I saw her look at me, notice the backpack I was clutching as if it were my own life, and break into a smile.

“Don’t let the door hit you on the way out.”

Did she really think I was leaving for good? I didn’t have time to argue about it then. As long as she didn’t alert my sister-in-law or the other men in the house, she could think whatever she wanted.

I walked past her toward the kitchen door. The woman didn’t say another word. I was glad for that. However, it didn’t mean I could just walk out, because there were two men patrolling the back of the house.

I hid in the shadows, thinking. I’d need at least five minutes to run to the stairs leading to the beach, and I’d have to hope the gate outside wasn’t locked.

I grabbed a handful of stones from the ground and threw them onto the roof as far as I could. At the sound, the men turned and went to see what had happened. They were there to keep people out; it probably never crossed their minds that someone might be trying to get out.

I took advantage of the opening and ran to the stairs. I went down the steps as fast as I could, but as soon as I reached the gate that gave access to the beach, I found it locked. I stared at it for a few seconds before deciding to climb it. I’d never done that before, but I had no other choice. I wasn’t thin or small enough to slip through the gaps in the bars.

I took the backpack and threw it over the gate, letting it fall onto the soft sand on the other side so I’d be lighter and more agile. I grabbed one of the metal bars, used an ornament as a foothold, and pushed myself up. Carefully, I did my best to climb. It wasn’t easy. My foot slipped, I had no support, and I almost fell several times. When I reached the top, my sweatshirt caught on one of the spear-like finials. When I pulled with all my strength to free myself, I lost my balance and fell onto my backpack, face-first in the sand.

Fortunately, I wasn’t badly hurt, just scraped my hand. I got up, spitting out sand, and brushed what had stuck to my face and hair with my hands before grabbing the backpack and running. I had to get away from there before they noticed I’d escaped.

I walked along the beach for a long, long time until I found an exit to the waterfront in a more touristy part of the city. Since it was the middle of the night, there were almost no people on the street. My journey was lonely until I spotted some closed bars and restaurants and a taxi stand, where a man was distracted, looking at his phone under the flickering light of a streetlamp.

I approached him, stopping in front of him.

“Hi!”

“Can I help you with something, miss?”

“I want to go to Rome. I believe the fastest way to get there is by plane.”

“Yes.”

“So can you take me to the airport?”

He nodded, opening the back door of the car for me to get in.

Without my brother, the only thing left in me was the determination to find out what had happened to him, and I was going to Rome to try and discover it. Tiago had done everything for me from the moment he took me under his wing, and the least I believed I could do for him was to get answers.

I hoped to find them in Rome.
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Theo

THE MUSIC THUMPED IN my head as I watched some women dance around me and others on a small stage. The club lights snaked over us, revealing some people or plunging them momentarily into shadow. Not far from me, I could see some of the patrons snorting lines of powder sold right in the club, while available women rubbed themselves against them.

This was one of our many clubs, where anything could be bought for the right price, from women to drugs to guns.

It wasn’t fitting for someone like me to frequent places like this, yet I felt I needed a little distraction after everything. After ten years, finishing the hunt seemed to have left me even more orphaned.

I shook my head, scattering the thoughts, when one of the women placed her hands on my knees and leaned toward me, displaying her provocative cleavage right at eye level.

Not being the firstborn in the mafia had its advantages. Despite having responsibilities as a direct heir to the dynasty, the weight of the crown didn’t rest on me. While Marco was engaged very young, marriage was the furthest thing from my concerns. I had no family responsibilities, no duty to produce an heir or to have a queen by my side for public events. As the second son, I only needed to be the right hand, the foundation for my brother, but I could have as many women as I wanted without ever getting truly involved with any of them.

When the music grew more frenetic and the women on the stage ground their hips with more intensity, I grabbed the breasts that had been rubbing against my face, pulling them toward me, biting one of the nipples as I tugged the top down and freed them from their confinement, letting them spring into view.

I played with her tits before grabbing her blonde hair and forcing her to her knees in front of me, positioning her between my legs. I unzipped my pants and left her at my mercy to suck me off. Without any hesitation, she took me into her mouth and moved her head as I commanded, holding her by the hair. I made her move her lips faster and faster until I reached my climax on her tongue.

I yanked her head up and shoved it aside before tucking myself back into my pants.

“Sir, don’t you think it’s better we head home, your brother...” began one of my most loyal soldiers, Romulo, but I cut him off before he could continue.

“My brother knows how to be a pain in the ass when he wants to be.”

I shouldn’t have been in a club, my men knew it and so did I, yet this was the kind of entertainment I allowed myself from time to time. Even if I could predict Marco’s reaction. Tiago Mancini was rotting in a ditch and I had reason to celebrate, I just couldn’t throw a party without looking like an asshole or being disrespectful to the other members of the mafia, or even my own family. My mother would say that bloodshed wouldn’t bring my father back, but she had a heart too soft for this world...

My thoughts were interrupted when I saw a brunette in a short green dress. She was beautiful, and I’d never seen her there before—I would have remembered.

She was looking from side to side, seeming to search for someone, until our eyes met and I could get a better look at her. We were several meters apart, the light was scarce, but I noticed her as if we were side by side under the sun. Her dark hair was wavy, her skin fair, and her lips so red they reminded me of the descriptions of Snow White when my mother used to read us the bedtime story.

One of the whores grabbed my face and turned it toward her. I pushed her away immediately. I made her scoot to the other end of the sofa and stood up. What I wanted was the attention of my Snow White.

I turned my eyes back to where she had been, but I didn’t see her anymore. I walked over to the spot, looking around. There were too many people grinding and dancing to the music. With the lights flashing back and forth, it was hard to get a clear view of the place.

I thought I saw her heading toward the bathrooms and went down the hallway. I pushed open the door to the women’s restroom and the two women touching up their makeup let out a little shriek when they saw me.

“Did you see a woman in a green dress?”

They just shook their heads no, and I closed the door, exhaling sharply.

I looked around again, saw plenty of people, but no sign of her. It was like I’d hallucinated.

I’d been through a lot in my life, but seeing an imaginary woman was a first.

Before I could decide to look one last time, Romulo approached and handed me his cell phone.

“Sir, the boss.”

I rolled my eyes before taking the device and speaking.

“Marco.”

“Where the fuck are you?”

“I’m on my way home already,” I replied without elaboration, ending the call. I didn’t even know if Marco had heard me properly over the loud music, but I didn’t care.

Maybe the DJ’s smoke machine and the drug haze had messed with my senses and made me imagine things.

“Let’s go to the mansion.” I walked past Romulo, who signaled for the others to follow us out of the club.
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CHAPTER 5
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Tatiane

I’D NEVER BEEN IN A club like that before. As much as I’d wanted to see one, my brother always said places like that weren’t for women like me. Still, in an inappropriate dress I’d bought at a shop when I arrived in Rome that morning, getting in was easy enough—all it took was a smile for the bouncer.
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