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      MATTEO

      My father, Luciano, is dead. After years of wishing the man was six feet under, I finally got my wish. My only question is—why now? Last summer in New York, he was in good health. He returned to Sicily, and by January, he was dead.

      I only say he died of cancer because I suspect his death was hastened by someone close to him. I can’t tip my hand if that’s the case. I shudder to think what this may imply for my younger brother should something happen to me.

      After the Catholic church service and funeral, everyone gathers at my father’s house. I’ve always hated this place. It’s where my mother died, and today, it feels colder than a prison cell in Siberia.

      I find a good vantage point in the living room and stand like a soldier at ease. Watching my three uncles move about the room, I can’t help but wonder about their possible motives to eliminate my father.

      They knew him best. It makes sense that one or more of them could easily poison his scotch. I hate its strong taste and smell, but it’s a great way to conceal poison. But everyone knows that women, not men, typically use poison. When his health started to deteriorate rapidly, I had medical tests run. The results left me with more questions than answers.

      My father being poisoned is not how I imagined myself becoming the next mafia boss. A killer needs a motive, and I don’t know who has one strong enough to kill over it. The reasons for killing my father are too numerous to select only one. This makes the number of possible suspects limitless.

      The men in ‘the family’ have dropped by to pay their respects. Most of the underbosses appear to be content with the pecking order. None of them has the drive to take over the organization. They stand around exchanging stories, but they aren’t the type to linger all day.

      Before leaving, our Sicilian friends and employees pledged their allegiance to me. I’ll have to sleep with one eye open until I figure out who has the motive to take my birthright.

      My mother died over twenty years ago, soon after the birth of my sister, Bianca. I remember it was a hot summer day. I came inside for the fresh lemonade Mom had made in the morning. I heard my parents arguing upstairs. I turned to leave when I heard the awful thud of her falling down the steps.

      Her death was deemed an accident, but I have no doubt she was pushed. Believe me, my instincts are stronger than the smell of my father’s liquor.

      With Mother gone, my only option was to create a family with my sister and three brothers as if Dad didn’t exist. They needed me, and it was the only way to survive. I needed money to take care of them, so I had no choice but to follow in my father’s footsteps. Hopefully, I will find redemption before I die.

      I don’t want or need a wife. The closeness I feel for my siblings is enough to serve as companionship. Typically, an abusive situation either bonds families together or tears them apart. In a house with no parental love, we chose to bond. They are the glue that holds us together as a family. I’ll need to be more vigilant than ever to keep them safe.

      Unfortunately, even with my formal education, I lack the necessary work experience to secure a legitimate job in a corporation. That’s why I run my own. I’ve managed to obtain two properties. One is a casino in Atlantic City, and the other is an upscale hotel in New York City currently undergoing renovations. The next building I acquire from Wu will be demolished. I’ll erect a colossal hotel there as well.

      I aim to create and grow legitimate businesses so my siblings can escape the family curse. Dad was an old-school crime boss. Like the gangsters he grew up with, he liked extortion, fraudulent money-making scams, and racketeering.

      My father clung to these business practices because they fed his ego. He was convinced he was the smartest man in the room. Even as a teenager, I knew he was full of shit. If I dared to challenge his opinion on anything, he beat me. Sometimes, he just beat me for no reason at all.

      A good leader should never base their decisions on personal feelings. My father made the mistake of creating friction with other Sicilian clans over stupid bullshit here in Italy. Women wanted him for his money, but he never remarried, intent on keeping his wealth for himself.

      As he got older, his sociopathic tendencies got worse, and he couldn’t remember the promises he made to men he couldn’t afford to piss off. To make matters worse, his alcohol abuse rotted his brain. When I looked into his eyes, I didn’t recognize him anymore. I often wondered if he had lost his mind.

      My sister would never have left the house if I hadn’t intervened. Had she remained under his thumb, he would have married her to someone undeserving. If any man abuses my sister, I will put a bullet in his head.

      Now she attends college in England. Because her name is Borrelli, she uses a different last name and is always surrounded by heavy security. Sometimes, she tries to ditch her guards and go to the store or a club like a regular person. As a result, one guard plays the part of her best friend, and the other lives in the shadows to ward off suspicious eyes.

      Like so many politicians who overstay their time in office, my father stayed at the helm too long and should have stepped aside years ago.

      On the other hand, I’m glad he didn’t hand over the reins too early. I’ve enjoyed my life in New York City without him hovering over my shoulder and micromanaging my every move. He had a flawed personality. I hope I never become him.

      He left me a huge mess. We’re in debt, and it’s up to me to turn things around.

      Dad believed every crime family was needed, even if it wasn’t a fair deal. The Russians, the Albanians, the Irish, and others were able to outsmart him in the end. We’ve been on a sinking ship—not so much here in Sicily, but in New York. I spent enough time there to learn about the city, the players, and the way of life.

      I have no desire to live in his relic of a house here or New York. Every home is filled with outdated furniture. He’s never redecorated since Nixon was president. I’m sure it’s chock-full of clutter and reeks of the peppermint he took for his stomach. The basement is a fire hazard with a collection of old newspapers stacked from floor to ceiling. He was in his seventies and as outdated as a telephone landline.

      Mom was too young when she was given to him, but he wanted to merge with her clan. I assume in the beginning, there was an attraction.

      I’m not a trusting man. If I want to live to see tomorrow, trust is the last word that would be used to describe me. Trust gets men killed. It’s pathetic how easy it is to lure those we want to kill to a remote location under false pretenses. Remembering I’m at my father’s wake, I stifle my snicker.

      My Uncle Giuseppe is making his way across the room towards me. He is my father’s oldest brother, followed by Luca and Antonio. Luca loves money, and Antonio is like Dad, craving power, as only a younger sibling living with the two of them can understand. It’s his way to survive, and being picked on for years makes him desire power more.

      Uncle Giuseppe’s gait is off, possibly due to a bad back or hip. His high-waisted dress pants and bow tie make him look old for his age. He may as well wear Velcro sneakers to complete the look. He’s cheap, and he won’t listen to anyone. Thank God he was never in line for my job. But who knows? Maybe he helped Dad along to the gates of hell, and I’m next.

      “I’m sorry for your loss, Matteo. I know you don’t give a shit, but he was my brother,” he mumbles.

      “I guess you’ll miss him then,” I quip. This lecherous man walks around with butterscotch candy in his pocket and goes out of his way to be around young girls. Even his wife thinks it’s creepy.

      My old man had me on the streets from the time I was seven, running numbers, and then it progressed to violence. I loved my time away at college and wish I could have milked it longer. I gave up on a law degree because my father wanted me to have a business background, so I took a few courses. It was pointless. We don’t have to advertise to sell drugs or guns—those who want them know where to find me.

      “As a matter of fact, I will miss Luciano. You, however, have never exhibited an ounce of empathy, even as a kid,” he says. “One day, Matteo, you will find someone, and maybe it will make you a better person. Losing someone you love is a terrible experience.”

      “I doubt a woman can change me. I’m thirty-one, and I have no plans to settle down. I have my brothers and sisters. That’s enough.”

      “Eventually, you need an heir. Otherwise, there will be a power struggle, and the infighting will destroy us.” He gives me a side-eye. He’s right, and he knows it.

      “Whatever helps you sleep at night, Giuseppe.”

      It won’t be a fight from my siblings, but it would be a free-for-all for greedy outsiders who want to take us over. This is a legitimate situation that could put a target on my beloved brother, Niccoló’s, back.

      He would be next in line to lead if I were to die. To protect my family, I need an heir. History has taught us it’s easier to assume a throne when it’s not contested. There needs to be a direct path to the top. It’s a rule as old as time, and wars have been fought over less.

      I hoped I had more time before conceding to the age-old tradition of matrimony. It’s a situation I dread.

      “You’re mean-spirited. I don’t know who you got that from,” he says through a mouthful of antipasti he’s eating with his bare hands. I’ve seen five-year-olds with better manners. His creepy personality fits with his ugly mug. He didn’t inherit the family genetics in the good looks department. Like my father, he’s a schemer who always looks for an angle that benefits him. I never trusted him when he made deals with Dad. Whenever a deal went south, somehow Giuseppe came out without a scratch.

      My father always bought his bullshit excuses. Before I left for college, I found a missing shipment in an old barn on his sister-in-law’s farm. I’m sure he hijacked the cigarette container in what I refer to as the smoke screen heist. There was no use telling Dad. He would have believed his brother over me.

      I didn’t want to attend college with a black eye and split lip. I could have fought him, but it would only anger him more. Maybe Dad knew, and it was his way of throwing his brother a bone after Giuseppe took a bullet for him when they were teenagers running amuck in the streets.

      I can’t wait to get to New York City. I’m tired of this island and look forward to a change of scenery. God only knows I’ve screwed every single woman here over the age of twenty-one. Now that I’m older, I no longer go after the young ones who get clingy. The most gorgeous woman here left years ago. Her name is Sophia. We talk from time to time. Maybe we’ll have a fling if I run into her as she works for me.

      Marriage has always been off the table. I’m a skeptic, always have been, and always will be. Why would any woman want to be involved in the life I live? My hours are erratic, and my life is complicated, not to mention dangerous as fuck. The moment a woman starts to call or text for anything other than sex, I block her number. I don’t take pleasure in hurting women. I fuck like a buck—hard and fast. There are times when a woman is desired, and she serves a purpose. One purpose only—to get me off. Meaningless sex is safe.

      The women in the room flirt with Niccoló. The front door opens, and his girlfriend walks through it. The other women turn their backs in disappointment.

      He is a handsome devil. He’s madly in love with Chiara. Her father works the docks for us on the mainland. He turns the other way when our shipments of cocaine hidden in cans of pineapple come in from South America. We open the cans and transfer the cocaine to the inside of old machinery tires that we then transport to other countries.

      “You should be happy that he’s gone. You’ve hated him since Mom died. That’s a long time to hate,” Niccoló says softly, watching Chiara walk toward us.

      “You were young. You didn’t see how he treated her. If someone treated Bianca like that, I’d kill them. Mom was an angel.”

      “That’s one thing we can agree on,” Niccoló says. “I hope you’re still going to join me in New York. You understand.”

      “Yes, I do. Maybe we’ll run away and get married,” he chuckles.

      “Don’t make any emotional decisions. Think things through. I have to speak with Bianca. We’ll talk later,” I say abruptly as I head to my sister.

      She grew up with help from our mother’s aunt. Dad had to have a girl, and Mom had a late-in-life baby that about killed her. I’m not sure about her death, injuries sustained from the fall, or whether she broke her neck. The result is the same. Money gets Dad out of trouble more times than I can count. It’s what we do.

      Dad didn’t reserve his drinking for the evenings. As the child who took the brunt of the beatings, I could predict his moods from the number of empty wine and vodka bottles in the recycling bin.

      I kiss my sister’s soft cheek. She hugs me.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Sure, it was bound to happen, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m glad it wasn’t by your hand.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I always saw the rage in your eyes and worried that one day you’d snap.”

      “Possibly, but it’s important I remain in control of myself. Who else would be here for you?”

      “Thank you for that. I love college.”

      “Good, I did, too. Stay vigilant. I’m investigating Dad’s death quietly,” I reply, moving away to work the room and shake hands. My presence commands the room.

      I stop by a table with a hand-crocheted tablecloth, plates of cold cuts, and homemade delicacies. My other brothers, Renalto and Pietro, sip Grappa. I take a half-filled glass and raise it. We toast to the new era.

      Who killed my father? Are they coming for me next?
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      ALENA

      I expected information on my arranged marriage tonight. Dad is stressed. He refused to come out of his office and missed dinner. I’m still in the dark about the family plans for my future—the uncertainty knots in my stomach. I’m free-falling into the abyss. Don’t they know I’m in limbo?

      “I don’t think you are the pressing matter,” Mom assures me as we clear the table. I follow her into the kitchen and stack the dishwasher. Her housekeeper made dinner and left early, which rarely happens. Sometimes, I think Mom doesn’t want to be alone in this huge house without Dad, so she keeps the housekeeper after hours to have company. I’m sure nothing has changed over the years with Dad’s unpredictable work schedule.

      “When am I not the brunt of his disdain?” I joke. I’m feeling neglected without my father bellowing his political opinions at me. He talks like I have no life experience.

      If he only knew what I did at night, he might discover other ways to go around the world—if you understand the underworld of single life.

      Mom gives me a look that could turn our house cat, Pickles, into stone.

      “Fine,” I harrumph as I make a pot of hot tea. The kettle’s scream is shrill. Mom is not one for the latest technology. When I was younger, she constantly needed to keep up with the other housewives in the family. They shopped in the same stores, went to the same spas, and took the same vacations.

      There was always an undercurrent of competition among the women to discover the latest trend on the social scene. Whether it was the newest luxury car or the best up-and-coming fashion designer, it was sweeter if someone scored an invitation to a new designer’s show.

      They would sometimes crash the venue using our guards to pave their way into his show with his newest collection if no invite came. Everyone was judged by who had the most toys, cars, and the best wardrobe. To be the first to discover the next fad before it became all the rage meant you were someone.

      Granted, many of them had an unfair advantage because their husbands were manipulating the underworld by investing in designers. It was how they controlled the market, creating shortages, so the prices went up, and the profit margins were huge.

      I pour two cups of black tea and skip the sugar. I have no butt, in my opinion, and my boobs are too large for my petite frame. However, I have no desire for my hips and thighs to get any bigger. I hand Mom a cup and follow her into the living room.

      I put my cup on the stone-topped coffee table and sit with her on the overpriced couch a designer picked out years ago. It’s stiff and uncomfortable, but the cream-colored leather goes well with the room’s dark blue accent pillows and rugs, and it’s an improvement over the teal in other rooms.

      Mom turns on the TV to watch a reality show. One would never know she wasn’t born here, as she watches shows I can’t be bothered to spend a year of my young life watching. I hate waiting for endings, so a serialized show with one weekly release would drive me insane.

      “So, what is going on?” I pick up my tea and sip. My interest is piqued. After the drama with my roommate Izzy and her stalkers earlier this year, life has become boring. The stalkers turned out to be men who were hired to hunt her down. Since then, I’ve discovered that having more information is better than less, especially in my world, due to my family’s connections. Secrets can be deadly. I wouldn’t want a hitman chasing me without knowing why.

      Izzy never knew she was the product of a forbidden marriage, a love child. It would have merged the Russians and the Italians decades ago. The future is uncertain for her Italian family because her biological grandfather is a demonic old man who gets off on the pain of others. Izzy has nothing to do with them, but that might change when the baby arrives. Until then, it’s a wait-and-see situation that Izzy chooses to ignore. There are five leading Italian families in the city and the surrounding area. That pretty much covers my knowledge of the Italian mob, except for the Morelli’s. My best friend is related to them. It’s a fucked-up story.

      “You might want to get a job, Alena,” Mom says during a commercial break. My mind wanders as I watch a woman in the show begin shopping. She obviously has an unhealthy addiction to her credit card. I can relate to some retail therapy being used to compensate for loneliness.

      “Really? Dad would let me work?” This means I would have a reprieve from marrying until next year. These weddings are used as a showcase to the world that we’re wealthy and powerful. However, the wait-and-see attitude of the situation has been looming over me like a plague.

      I downplay my anxiousness when I’m with my best friend, Izzy. She’s pregnant and basking in a love life that has recently upstaged mine. Something about hormones is all I remember. Besides, she’s married to a hot-blooded, handsome, and mysterious Russian who saved her life numerous times. I can’t fault her for falling in love with him. It would be impossible not to!

      I’m relieved she found her family and will stay in New York City. She’ll be the queen of the Russian mafia soon. I never knew she was part Russian, even though she lived with me. I didn’t mind giving her a place to stay. She has always been a loyal friend who keeps my life out of her conversations, and in exchange, she got to live with me for free while she obtained her fashion degree.

      My mother’s suggestion of work stymies me. Before getting overly excited, I press for more details.

      “Did Dad approve this?”

      “We’ve discussed it. There will be changes when Dmitry takes over, and we want to see what transpires before making any promises. The ever-changing environment and all that,” she says with a shrug. “Why not give single life a go? God knows I don’t like what I hear from your guards. Sex clubs? Really? I hope you use protection.” Her judgmental comments suggest that she receives very little attention from Dad. Most of the men have a woman on the side. I think Dad is a workaholic with little sex drive.

      I, on the other hand, am promiscuous. Whether Dad approves or not is of little concern. I have needs, and I love sex. It’s one area where I’m in control. I decide where and when. It’s liberating; maybe that’s why I exercise my pussy muscles so much.

      Unfortunately, I’m bored with the men in my sex life. Each man is just like the last. We play verbal poker, peppering each other with questions to see if there will be another hookup and if there is a potential future together.

      It’s getting older faster than I anticipated. Besides, all my college friends have moved on to jobs, so I don’t get to see them as much. As a young woman in the city, I have too many openings in my social calendar.

      In New York City, women outnumber men five to one. I size up my competition when I’m on dates. Many women lack a sense of fashion and often wear outfits that fail to flatter their figure. There’s an art to it. Most designer brands have better quality control and tend to fit better. My secret weapon is a skilled tailor. Due to my large bust, I purchase oversized tops and have them tailored to fit me perfectly.

      A woman should show off her assets, and I do this tastefully. I assume my creative side leads me to judge others’ fashion choices harshly. I can’t help but laugh when I encounter women who wear heels to play putt-putt. The first rule of getting a date is to dress well. Second, one needs to dress appropriately for the activity.

      The lack of fashion etiquette is ironic, considering we live in a city where the American fashion world thrives. I have more room at the apartment now that Izzy has moved out and has a swanky place on the Upper East Side. It’s not far from me, and I try to meet up with her as much as possible now that she’s working on costumes for major Broadway productions.

      “You’ve been quiet. What’s on your mind?” Mom asks during a commercial break.

      “Maybe I could find a job with my fashion degree. I love interior design.”

      “I can have your father look for opportunities,” Mom volunteers.

      “I don’t want to bother him. I’ll apply online and see if I can land interviews. How difficult can it be?” I shrug. The doors will fly open when they see my last name.

      I’m flippant. I’m in the know as far as the beat of the city. However, I always concede that getting a great job without using my last name will be difficult. Names can either open or close doors. I’ve been raised on the premise that knowing the right person leads to securing a job. It’s not talked about openly, but I know it’s the mafia network that speaks volumes.

      The commercials end, and the show picks up where it left off. I kick off my red-bottomed heels, curl my legs under me, and lean forward to pull the white and blue cashmere blanket from the ottoman. I wrap it around me before pulling it up to my chin. I love its softness on my skin.

      Dad keeps the house as cold as the cold-blooded Russian he is. It’s almost February, and it’s snowing outside. The central heat is not on. Even though he moved here before I was born, it’s another wheel of time that has never changed.

      Dad’s voice bellows down the hallway of the million-dollar house. I throw Mom a questioning look.

      “He’s fine. Nothing a heart attack can’t cure,” she teases, dismissing my concerns. The anger in his voice is unusual, even for him. However, it’s been months since I temporarily shacked up with them for my safety during the wild adventures of Izzy discovering her past. Then, there was the explosion at her wedding. I must be suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. I’m in the letdown phase after all the excitement this year. Maybe this is why I’m bored.

      If Dad’s yelling is any indication, I’d say things are not going his way this week. I wonder if I should use my real name on a job application. I need Kirill to look over my resume. Hell, I thought I’d be planning my wedding. It’s all my parents talked about when I was in college. They made it sound like going to school was getting in the way of their plans for me.

      I’m not oblivious to the fact I’ve been raised like a fatted calf, and the slaughter is imminent. It’s unnerving not to be in control of my own life.

      Izzy was terrified of my father when she lived with me. I’m not surprised. I’m sure he is to be feared. To me, he’s Dad. I’ve never known him to be sentimental or affectionate. Maybe this is why I pursue men and play their games.

      I’m seeking an all-consuming love from a man who will make me feel it in my bones because I’m numb inside. To my peers, I am enviable. I have everything a woman would want and more. But it’s all material items. Sure, men flirt with me, and I turn heads when I enter a room. Izzy assumes it’s my looks. I’ll always be seen as my father’s daughter. I associate the attention I get has more to do with my father’s position than my big boobs and long legs.

      Izzy tells me I’m beautiful. She doesn’t know that I compare myself to women in fashion magazines. I wish I had higher cheekbones and a thinner waistline. I already fill my lips. It’s exhausting how I constantly learn new makeup tricks to achieve different looks from online tutorials. I should have Dad sponsor a makeup line so I can cash in on my time using the products I research.

      Who am I?

      More importantly, who am I trying to be? Am I on an insatiable hunt for something unobtainable?

      There is a hole inside of me I can’t explain. Spending money is only a vehicle that fills it temporarily. Not having a relationship with the men I fuck appears to widen the chasm inside me. I’ve learned this because I find more peace in being alone than bouncing from one man to the next. I’m not satisfied even if I orgasm.

      I also know that the dark beast inside me will emerge one day. I have no idea what that means. I assume I should make peace and accept myself for who I am, or I will fall into the black abyss. I don’t want to lose myself to the darkness.

      “I miss Izzy,” I state.

      “She’s an important friend to have,” Mom states as if I won the lottery. “Who could have guessed she was a mafia princess twice over, and that she was penniless!”

      The condo isn’t the same without her. Now that she’s met the love of her life, I’m a bit jealous. I never thought I wanted a serious boyfriend, but the men I’ve been with don’t excite me. I get more satisfaction from the collection of dildos that I keep stashed in my nightstand. Perhaps it’s the reason I like the sex clubs. There is a lot to be said for a handsome stranger manhandling me.

      Being single in the city should be a dream come true. But my secret desire is to belong. I want someone I can trust. I desire a man who has my back and isn’t afraid to stand up to me. I would love a companion who willingly goes home with me for the holidays and is not intimidated by my father.

      I’m an only child. I’m used to doing things alone, but I’ve grown tired of it. A job would help fill my days. Maybe I’ll make new friends and meet men who aren’t in the mafia. I don’t need to tell them about my family. It helps that my last name is not uncommon among Russians.

      I’ve never had a serious relationship. Most of my friends assume that men are lining up to date me or marry me. I refuse to have sex with my best male friend, Kirill. We’re close because we’re both single and shared the past year hanging out together. He works for my father, handling the inner workings that only he and my father would know about, and, of course, the Don.

      Banging each other would be like incest. And I’m afraid it might jeopardize our friendship. My generation is more into sex. It seems men want to do it rough and get on with their day. Some expect me to put out on a first date, and if not, then definitely before the third date.

      They never stick around long after they learn who I am. I think they are afraid my father would shoot them if they knew that we were together. Hence, I’ve never reached the envied hand-holding phase.

      I’m opinionated, but I don’t need to comment on every detail in life. I want a man who knows his mind.

      Am I asking for too much?

      Having a man hold my hand because he wants to mark his territory would be a turn-on. I fantasize about lying in bed on Sunday with a man who isn’t afraid to snuggle me. It wouldn’t be a bother. If anything, I’d like it.

      “Izzy’s great. I’ll see her later this week.”

      “That’s right, Roman is getting married soon. How is that going?”

      “Good, as far as I know. Izzy is having a baby in a few months. That will mean I won’t see her as much.”

      “Well, that’s how it goes. You need to make new friends. You’re so pretty. It should be easy for you.”

      “No, it’s not easy. I have a tough time trusting anyone.”

      “I’m sure it will keep you safe,” she replies without concern.

      My family isn’t overly endearing with words or affection. They never say, “I love you.” I think my father compensates for this with the generous allowance he gives me and the fact that he rarely complains about my spending on designer collections.

      When I started school, I gave up on expecting any sign of affection from my parents. I noticed other kids getting hugs as their parents dropped them off. My parents love me, but if I have kids, I will smother them with affection.

      Maybe I’m just being overly emotional. I called Izzy when she was at the engagement party in the city because I was having a panic attack. The attacks started before we graduated from the Fashion Institute, when I thought I was being followed. I kept this information to myself. Everyone considers me impervious to fear and thinks I’m made of steel.

      When we figured out Izzy was being hunted, and that we were helpless without Dmitry’s help. I realized how much of my life was out of my control.

      I’ve lived on a need-to-know basis for my protection all my life. I am clueless about the inner workings of the family. It’s expected that I accept this. And I do take it—mostly. But my patience is growing thin. My birth dictates that my life be lived inside this family of criminals. I now fear the unknown. What if I’m kidnapped? What if I’m hit by a bus tomorrow?

      I’m relieved Izzy gets to live here and hasn’t been shipped off to Russia. I can’t wait to hear her updates on what is happening in her world.
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CHAPTER 3


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      MATTEO

      Niccoló knows I’m leaving Sicily today and joins me for breakfast at my house overlooking the sea. It’s a bittersweet moment as Federico serves us breakfast.

      We eat together in the kitchen, overlooking the backyard filled with olive trees. Sitting here reminds me of our childhood. Without a mom to make us wash our hands before eating, we didn’t think much about formal meals, except for dinner. Most of the time, we’d run around with a panini for lunch.

      “I hope you’ll tear yourself away from Chiara long enough to visit me in New York. I’m going to miss the hell out of you.”

      “I know, me too. We’ll see how things go,” Niccoló says as he sips orange juice.

      “Dad’s toxicology report showed lethal levels of thallium in his liver. Exactly when he was poisoned is unclear. I assume it started when he returned to Sicily for the Christmas holiday. But who knows?”

      “A bullet to the head would have been more exact,” he murmurs sarcastically. “I’m glad you didn’t act on your impulses. I’m sure you would have offed him had he hurt any of us.”

      “True. The timeline on Dad is sketchy. However, I don’t want to alert the entire family to this. It will make us look weak, and during the transition of power, I can’t afford for us to lose the respect our name carries.”

      “Who do you suspect?”

      “I’m keeping an eye on our uncles. They all have a motive, but they need men in their pockets to take over. I’m not sure if they’ll try to take me out here or in New York. But I know it’s coming. They might sabotage me to show I’m an ineffective leader. Then, I’d lose what I need—the men’s loyalty.”

      “Shit. This sucks. I suppose we can’t expect Dad’s brothers to be civilized. But any self-respecting man who murders by poison is a coward. All three of them are too egotistical not to lay a claim to doing that, aren’t they?”

      “Not if there is a bigger play to be made. If the price is right, they might keep their mouths shut.” I finish my eggs and toast, washing them down with coffee.

      “Any idea what that might be?”

      “Not yet. I’ll have to be careful until I learn more. I have my men working on it. In the meantime, be cautious and discreet when sharing this information with others. Bianca is back at school, so that should take her off the game board. As for Pietro—I doubt he’ll be an issue to anyone as long as he can spend all day in his vineyard.”

      “True. Jesus, I can’t believe it’s come to this, looking over our shoulders for a possible traitor in our own family.”

      “I could be wrong,” I admit, pushing my plate to the center of the table.

      “It makes sense. The men who work for us aren’t overly ambitious. But who knows? Times are changing, and it could be the start of a takeover by any of them,” Niccoló suggests.

      “We shouldn’t rule anyone out. Our best option is to keep our loyal men happy and know that our guards will give their lives for us.”

      “How long will it take for someone to get to them?”

      I shrug. “I have no clue. However, if I’m taken out, make sure you find the bastards and make them suffer.”

      “I will. Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” he replies.

      I stand. Niccoló joins me. I hug him. “Good luck, brother,” I say in Italian.

      He returns my hug. “Good luck to you. I’ll be in touch.”

      I stare out the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the gravel driveway and watch Niccoló climb into his white Ferrari. I’m humored by his refusal to drive the stereotypical red Ferrari most Italian men prefer. His security detail is split between two armored SUVs, one in front and one behind him, as they pull onto the curvy road.

      What surprises await me in New York? After packing, I call the service that coordinates the crew for my private jet. As a safety precaution, I give a vague departure time for later today. I’ll show up unexpectedly.

      I said my goodbyes to my siblings last night. Before closing the carry-on luggage, I shower and dress casually with loafers, jeans, and a dress shirt. September is warm—a reality of our changing environment.

      When I was a kid, the tourist season in Italy used to end at the end of summer. Today, the tourist season lasts most of the year, with trains and ferries running more often during the summer months.

      While my guard drives me to the airport, maneuvering the SUV expertly around the winding and hilly countryside, I text Gio.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll be on the plane soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Good. The house is ready for you. Mr. Wu has been oddly quiet.

      

      

      

      

      

      Fuck!

      I should have let Antonio kill that motherfucker. I want his laundromat. We can clean money through it. But I want to turn it into a hotel and expand our empire. The building has height restrictions, but it’s a potential goldmine without them.

      The pilot greets me, and within minutes, I’m airborne. I haven’t filled Gio in on what’s transpired. I’m particular about the information I share over phones, even encrypted ones. I prefer to be cautious, even if it’s not as convenient. I’d rather discuss important matters in person when the timing is right.

      
        
          
            
              
        Have Antonio beef up security.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Gio: Trouble?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Always.

      

      

      

      

      

      I get up and mix myself a Manhattan. It’s going to be a mind fuck switching from the laid-back lifestyle in Sicily to the busy streets of New York City.
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        * * *

      

      Gio meets me at Teterboro airport with two SUVs to escort us into the city. It’s a city with an incredible nightlife if one knows where to find it.

      “True, so where to? Home?”

      “I’ve been stuck on a flight for hours. I want to get into character, and by that I mean find an enticing woman to fuck. I’m sure you know where I can make that happen.” Knowing Gio, who’s in his forties and never married, I’m sure he knows exactly where to find what I want. He wouldn’t be my best friend and advisor if he didn’t.

      “I know of a place. It’s small, intimate, and by invitation only, but I can get you in. Don’t worry, it’s not a fuckfest of losers and one-timers.”

      “Great. Thanks.”

      “We are bachelors. We need to stick together. The city is filled with tons of women wanting to get married.”

      “I’m sure a large bank account is attractive as well.”

      “It never hurts. This place has a few rules, like no real names and safe sex only.”

      I nod. “Noted.”

      “How was the funeral?”

      “Boring as hell. Between us, it looks like my father may have been murdered. His postmortem lab work showed poison commonly found in soil. The only consolation is that his death was quick. I don’t want to show my hand to the person or persons responsible. The only people who know are you and my siblings. Be vigilant. It’s an uncertain time to take my place at the top.”

      “I understand,” he says. “I’ll tell Antonio to keep his eyes open even when he sleeps.”

      “That will be me, too. How did I get stuck with the psychotic family? Given the family genetics, it’s a wonder we kids turned out as well as we have. Pietro has always been the rebel. Is it really that terrible that he hates the family business and prefers to garden?”

      “Not at all. He’s probably the happiest of all of you, although I’m sure Bianca has all the men at school eating out of her hand. She’s probably having a great time.”

      “Popularity isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, trust me.” My years have been filled with women who want everything from a hard fuck to a ring on their finger. At times, it’s as if my soul is being sucked instead of my cock. “Besides, her school is a bit unorthodox.”

      Gio nods. There is more to that story, but it’s for another day.

      He gives the driver an address, and the SUV winds down city streets with very little traffic.

      “The theme tonight is Angels and Demons. They have one night a week for theme parties.”

      “Sounds organized.”

      “It’s private. The owner is Madame M.”

      “It’s not prostitutes, is it?”

      “Hell no. Rumor has it Madame M loves sex and uses one of her large flats for friends to mingle, if you get my drift. An annual fee helps keep the bar stocked and covers staff costs on event nights. Trust me, you’ll have a good time.”

      “Fine.” The SUV rolls to a stop in front of a brick building.

      “We’ll wait,” Gio says as he walks me to an unmarked door.

      I feel the bite of the chill in the damp night air. All I care about is having a wet pussy dripping at the sight of my cock.

      He punches in a code, and the door unlocks. We step inside to find an empty lobby with a single elevator. The doors are open, and he indicates that I should step inside.

      “Penthouse. I’ll be waiting here.”

      “Thank you, Gio.”

      I press the button with the letter P, and the elevator doors close. Due to the stress at home, my balls are tight. I’m not ready to sleep, and I want to get off.

      The elevator lurches to a stop, and the doors open. I step out, not knowing what to expect. It’s quiet, and I wonder if I’m at the right place. There’s only one door, a red door. It opens, and a woman dressed in burlesque red and black lingerie, with pearls on her stockings and six-inch heels, steps out. She’s tugging on a long black coat.

      “Well, if I had known you were coming, I would have stayed longer,” she purrs. She’s tall, with alabaster skin and lips painted red like candy apples. She’s wearing a platinum-blonde Marilyn Monroe wig.

      “Maybe next time,” I reply without an encouraging smile.

      She grabs my balls as she passes me and gets into the elevator. The scent of her gardenia perfume tickles my nose.

      “Nice package,” she says as the door closes.

      I hate the smell of gardenias. They are overpowering. I rub my hand over my face as if it will wipe away the perfume smell sooner rather than later.

      I open the red door and step into a dimly lit apartment. I can make out a bar in the center of the large room. Art Deco sconces, reminiscent of the Roaring Twenties, decorate the walls and provide the only lighting.

      An older, attractive woman approaches and escorts me to the bar. She orders two Manhattans.

      “Gio told me you’d be here. Nice to meet you,” she extends a gloved hand. I shake it and notice the white gloves extend to her elbows. “I’m Madame M. Safe sex, condoms in every room. Gio said your membership forms and fees will be arriving.”

      “Yes, thank you.” I lift my glass, and we tap them together before we drink.

      She’s smoking a thin cigarette at the end of a long cigarette holder. She looks like she stepped out of a silent film, but something tells me she dresses like this daily. She’s still beautiful, especially for a woman in her sixties, if I had to guess. Her hair is silver, not grey, and styled in a short straight bob. Her floor-length gown is made of white sequins and sparkles like she is dressed to take the stage and sing a solo. She’s classy and not at all dressed for sex.

      “Nice to meet you. I’m Mr. Grey. Thank you for the imposition. I hate long flights.”

      “Darling,” she purrs, “don’t we all?”

      I chuckle. I take another sip of my cocktail. My eyes are adjusting to the darkness, and I notice that the walls are painted a deep teal, which highlights the cream-colored, leather-backed furniture.

      “This is an incredible penthouse.”

      “Thank you. It’s a hobby. We all need one. Sex is my vice.”

      My eyes survey the crowd, which comprises mainly couples and a few single men and women. On my second sweep of the room, I see her.

      The young, voluptuous woman is wearing a tight red and black bustier, with fishnet stockings up to her solid thighs and held in place by red garter belts. She’s nursing a dirty martini, judging from the stick filled with olives in her hand. She suggestively eats one at a time, and takes her time to savor them. She appears to be oblivious to how sexual this looks, and my cock is hard.

      “Who’s the girl?”

      “That’s Angelica to you. She’s a sweet girl. I think the two of you would have a wild time. Now that my job here is done, I’ll leave you to it,” she says before floating away like a butterfly.

      I ask for another Manhattan and a dirty martini. I grab both and approach Angelica.

      She’s a vision with her long brown hair with subtle highlights. Her cheeks are rounded, and her pouty, royal red lips curl into a smile as I hand her the drink.

      “Hm. Mama always told me to be leery of strangers bearing gifts.”

      “Oh, I hope I won’t be a stranger for long.”

      “You must be new here,” she states as she sets her empty glass on a nearby table. She takes a sip of the martini I hand her.

      “Very new.”

      “I’m Angelica,” she offers her hand.

      “I’m Mr. Grey.” I raise her soft hand to my lips and kiss it.

      “Mr. 50 Shades, is it?”

      “For the night, it appears so.”

      “Kinda unoriginal, don’t you think?”

      “Once you’ve been with me, I doubt you’d say I’m unoriginal.”

      She glances at my crotch and gives me a look—the one between a smile and an invitation to fuck her. I’m ready to come in my pants.

      Madam M was right. The sexual tension between us is electrifying. I move closer when I glimpse a tall man with massive shoulders heading our way. He recognizes the universal move that declares she is mine and politely veers off.

      “Do you come here often?”

      “No, but tonight I wanted to be a little demon,” she says, giving me a token smile.

      “Funny, your name implies angel.”

      “Trust me, Mr. Grey, I’m no angel. Follow me.” She sashays like a model in her red-bottom stilettos and leads me to what I assume is a room. She pushes aside the beading hanging in the doorway.

      I follow her into a room with dozens of candles burning. The wrought-iron bed takes up the entire room, and the scene reminds me of a shrine in a vampire movie.

      She takes a few long sips of the martini before she sets the glass on the table. I toss back the rest of my drink and put my empty glass beside the bowl of condoms.

      I slip my hand behind her neck and pull her into my chest. I cup her large tit, placing my hand between the fabric and her hard nipple.

      My god, she’s heavenly.

      Her arms wrap around my neck. Her hand slips inside my shirt, and her other hand begins to unbutton it. I shrug out of it to help her undress me. If it were up to me, I’d shuck everything, but to a woman dying of thirst, the first few drops of water are always the sweetest.

      She runs her soft hand slowly over my chest as if memorizing the contour. I’m starting to relax when she surprises me by grabbing my nipple and pinching it until it’s hard.

      My excitement is at an all-time high. She likes a bit of pain. So do I.
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      ALENA

      I love a dirty martini and could make a meal from the green olives stuffed with blue cheese. I enjoy sucking on each one and rolling them around in my mouth before chewing and swallowing. I close my eyes to savor the last one and listen to the smooth jazz playing in the background. I get a whiff of bourbon and tobacco and open my eyes to see a handsome devil handing me a drink. I swallow hard when he introduces himself as Mr. Grey.
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