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Chapter 1 | Eduardo
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I TOOK MY GUN AND CHECKED it out. Alright, I gotta do this. The moment that was going to define my life from now on. I didn’t want to do this, but I was left with no other choice. Uncle... why did you have to betray everyone?

The building he lived in looked deserted, as if no one had never lived in it. I knew he was there, probably smoking his favorite cigarette and wondering when his life was going to change, turn around for the best.

Well, here I was. I was going to be the change his life needed.

I breathed out hard before opening the door to his building and getting in. I was assaulted by the familiarity of the place. I had been in it a bunch of times when I was young. Much younger, to be more precise.

Outside, mostly silence filled the void. My ears picked up faint sounds of cars driving in the distance, but nothing more. I knew why I was chosen for this. My first real assignment. Even if I fucked this up real bad, escape would still be possible.

But I needed to do this. This one thing. End his path, his career, his life. This was what it took to make it in life.

I took the stairs to the floor he was on. I didn’t want to announce my arrival to him, though he would probably think it was someone else who maybe lived here. Did uncle even leave his apartment room a couple of times every month?

I got into the hallway and now he was only one door away from meeting me, from meeting his definitive end. Once again, I checked my gun. I needed to make sure it was going to work, and that I didn’t leave it locked, like that one time I was going to train my aiming...

The hallway looked like something taken straight from a horror movie. There were no light bulbs, and the only light coming in originated from a window on the other side. The walls and floors begged to be repainted, fixed, and I wondered how many years this building still had before it would crumble down.

Slowly, carefully, I walked down the hallway. I knew his room number. How could I not? I was here so often before. Not anymore, but even though I changed, uncle didn’t, and he still lived in this same old place, where memories of my past haunted me.

I stopped in front of his door, and breathed out. I gotta do this. I gotta end his life, and be done with it. I needed this and everything I was going to get from it. I couldn’t go on anymore thinking he was a good man.

Uncle never was a good man, and as for me...

I took a step back and was going to kick his door open when I noticed a gap, and light coming through it. He left it open. Uncle didn’t bother locking his door tonight. How... convenient.

Slowly, I opened the door and found him sitting on his enormous, comfortable, chair. It looked almost as old as he did.

Uncle looked ancient. Wrinkles infested his face, his hair was long gone, and his eyes fought to stay open. But he wasn’t dead, and he most certainly wasn’t going to give up. He wasn’t caught off guard at all. He knew I was coming.

In his hand, he had a gun. It looked like mine, and it was aimed at me.

Uncle didn’t think this was going to be his last day, and there was something else I didn’t quite get before. His eyes were filled with a powerful rage. I thought he wouldn’t care one bit about being killed, but it seemed... I was wrong.

He knew his day was coming. He always knew someone was going to come for him. He tried to end his life so many times before. A coward he was, and still, I looked up to him before when I was a kid. What was I thinking back then?

I closed the door behind me slowly, and he said, “Eduardo, what a nice surprise to see you here.”

A moment of excruciating pause. “It’s no surprise at all, is it?”

I flickered my eyes over to his gun, and then back to his cold eyes. He smirked. “You know I am never going down without a fight.”

“It’s over, uncle. You’ve betrayed everyone.”

“You know nothing.”

“I know enough.”

A moment of silence as my mind ruminated what to do. I couldn’t point my gun and shoot him. He had the advantage. I needed to keep him talking, and then he would make a mistake. I knew he would. He was an old man, after all.

He smirked. “Look at you. You’ve grown up.”

“Shut up.”

“You’ve become a man.”

“Shut up.”

“And I’m so proud of you.”

“Shut up! Shut the fuck up!”

Panting, I almost aimed my Colt and committed the worst mistake of my life. I could have done it, could have announced to everyone in the vicinity something terrible was happening here, and that they should call the police.

“You are not a man for this, Eduardo. Turn around, go back to your parents, and leave me here.”

I calmed down a little. I needed to. I couldn’t let him get under my skin again.

“I’m not leaving until it’s done.”

“Then, what are you waiting for? Kill me.”

A moment of pause. He was toying with me. The moment I raised my gun, he would shoot. I knew he would. Uncle could have loved me before, but all that love was now gone. Despite being an old man who tried to end his life before, he was different, and he wasn’t going to let someone else kill him in his own place.

“You know what? I don’t think you’ve got what it takes. You can’t even kill someone like me. Can’t bring yourself to point that shiny new gun at me,” he taunted.

“You know nothing about me. I’ve changed.”

“Maybe. A little. You don’t even have a beard on that face of yours. Almost like a baby’s skin...”

“And you are one step away from going to the grave.”

He chuckled. “I see that you don’t miss some details.”

He coughed, and then coughed some more, his gun lowering, pointing away from me, giving me the chance to do it. Immediately, I raised my gun and pointed it at him. I was going to pull the trigger, but the seconds given to me weren’t enough to do it.

“My my, Eduardo. You didn’t think it was going to be that easy, did you?”

“I just need to pull the trigger. I could do it faster than you.”

“Then, why don’t you?”

A moment of silence, and he continued, “I know why. You still like me, don’t you? You like the man that betrayed your family. You think I can be redeemed or some bullshit like that.”

“No, I don’t think you can.”

***
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I DID IT. I FINISHED the assignment, and I got the one thing I needed to prove I did so. His golden ring. A precious thing, and one my boss was going to love seeing.

I pulled the car over in front of his building, where he kept his headquarters and ran most of the operations. Romano Russo had been waiting this whole time for me to come, and he was going to be happy I did it.

From now on, I was going to be part of his family, and I was never going to be like everyone else anymore. His family was what I needed. The only thing I had. The thing that was going to guarantee food for me and my parents.

I looked out the side window of my car. His building was run down, though in better condition than the one my uncle was in. My eyes caught sight of some Russo members patrolling the perimeter, and I knew he would be awake. Ever since I got here, he thought I had potential, and so he was eagerly waiting for me to come back.

I got out of the car, closing the door behind me, and then entered the building. I nodded and waved my hand to some of the guys in the building. They were people I knew well. This was far from one of the first times I had come here.

I entered the elevator, and it took me to the last floor of the building. I got to his door, where two guards protected it. “It’s me, Eduardo,” I said, and they nodded, stepping aside.

I opened the door, and my eyes laid on him. Romano was sitting on his chair, smoking his cigarette, and looking out the large windows of his room.

He turned his chair to face me, revealing me his smirk once his eyes laid on the ring I held in my hand. “Boss, it’s done. He’s dead.”

“Good,” he said, his eyes locking with mine. “Then, you are one of ours now. Go to your parents. They will love to hear the good news.”

***
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I PULLED THE CAR IN front of a small, old house. Light came through one of the windows. I checked the time on my wristwatch, learning it was just past two in the morning. Gosh, I needed some sleep now.

After doing it - finishing my assignment - I wasn’t sure I could sleep. There were so many memories I shared with my uncle, and now, he was gone. As if he had never existed in the first place... His existence never meant much to the world, and his absence meant even less.

Mom and dad were going to be surprised, and I could just imagine what their faces were going to be like when they learned I made it. I was a Russo now, and everything was going to be okay from now on. The Russo ruled over Milan, after all.

What I needed - desired - I got. I was never the kind of man to give up, and after learning normal life wasn’t for me, that I would end up working a dead-end job for years without ever making enough, all I knew was that I needed something else.

And that something else was becoming a member of the Russo, of the Italian Mafia.

I breathed out. Mom and dad didn’t know much about what was happening, though they knew enough to understand I wasn’t working night shifts. I never told them much about what I was doing - that I was working for the Mafia - and I did so because I wanted to keep them safe.

I didn’t know if Romano would accept me as one of his own, even after ending my uncle’s life. Now that I knew I was a Russo, and with the grace of the boss himself, I had no reason to keep hiding the truth from my parents anymore.

I knew they wouldn’t be surprised, but I also knew they would be happy to know money wasn’t going to be a problem for us anymore.

Dad had always been a mechanic. He didn’t make much money, but he made enough to keep our family afloat. Mom worked as a maid before, though not anymore. We really, really needed the money from the Russo family, and we were going to have it.

I got out of the car and opened the door. Mom and dad were watching TV, and it was turned off the moment they noticed I had come back. They could have been sharing a nice, intimate moment if they weren’t so concerned about what I was doing at this time of the night.

Mom and dad both bit their bottom lip when they noticed me coming in, but I was going to prove to them they had no reason to think I was in danger anymore.

I opened a wide, victorious smile. “Mom and dad, I did it!”

Dad got up and approached me, mom stayed on the couch. “I made it into the Russo family. I am part of the Mafia.”

His face paled. “You did what?”

“I am going to bring us money, every single day, and we will never have to worry about it again from now on. I am going to make us fucking rich!”

***
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I THOUGHT THEY WERE going to be happy with what I did, but they were... concerned, and worried that I was going to be killed. “Your life, my son, isn’t what I wanted for you,” my mom said, and I couldn’t help but think she was wrong.

They were wrong. They were all thinking I was doing something terrible. But the Mafia wasn’t like the other gangs. The Mafia was different, and they were the best of the best. Even if mom and dad didn’t like it, I was still going to bring them money.

“Dad and mom, I don’t think you understand it. We are going to be rich!”

“At what cost?” My dad was saying, “do you know the kind of things you are going to do for them?”

“I know enough, and I have been working for them for a long time now, though without being considered one of theirs.”

“If you have, then where is the money you keep mentioning all the time?”

“I wasn’t part of them per see before. I finished a mission for them tonight, and now the boss made me part of his family.”

My dad looked down, almost in shame. “I can’t believe you’ve chosen this life for you. I thought I taught you better.”

“You did,” I said, settling my hands on his shoulders. “You taught me I can’t live a meaningless life.”

His hands brushed mine aside, and he stepped backward, distancing himself from me. “I don’t like this one bit, but I like you more than I disapprove of your choice. I’m not going to continue this discussion.”

And with that said, he entered his bedroom. My mom stood up and walked over to me. “Son, I don’t think you understand it. The Mafia is too dangerous.”

“Mom...”

“I’ve said enough. I’m going with your father. I’m just... happy he didn’t kick you out. Think about that. He loves you so much, and if you can, choose something else for your life.”

She turned and walked to their bedroom, leaving me alone with my thoughts. I imagined they were going to be happy. I thought they were going to be jubilant I finally had a proper job. I was so tired of the ones I had before. Working in a grocery store, fixing electronics, calling people from a call center - that stuff wasn’t for me.

I watched as she closed the door. I didn’t hate them. How could I? I knew they would come around, eventually. Mom and dad loved me, and nothing was going to change that. I should have been more cautious and less happy about the announcement, but that didn’t matter one bit anymore, and I had something more important to do now.

My life from now on was going to be wildly different, and I needed a good night’s sleep before showing up there again. I was sure Romano was going to have a lot for me to do.

***
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MY EYES FLUTTERED OPEN, and I was graced by a dead morning outside. No sun, only clouds. More and more clouds, all joining up to become one, blocking most of the light of the sun. All the colors felt washed out, as if the world hated me.

And I had something to confess. I sat on the edge of the bed I was sleeping on, and beside me was the woman of my life. I loved her, but I couldn’t continue this anymore. She didn’t know one important thing about me.

It was something I hid. Years passed since I made it into the Mafia, ended my uncle’s life, and some time since then, I found out I had lung cancer. Shouldn’t have smoked as much as I did. But how could I not?

The life of a Mafia goon, which was what I was, wasn’t an easy one. I was fooled by some of my ‘friends’. They all said I would have all the money I could ever wish for, and that I wouldn’t have anything to worry about ever again in my life.

They were fools. Blood money came with a curse, and I hated it.

The cancer was nothing but a punishment for what I did. My uncle died believing I was going to be a great man. He smiled when I shot him, almost looking relieved and grateful I was the one who did it.

Luckily, I was cured, but at a great cost. I couldn’t make a woman pregnant. My testicles still produced sperm, but it wasn’t enough. The volume and density weren’t sufficient to make a woman bear a child of mine.

And Ileana didn’t deserve a man like me. She said time and time again she wanted a child of ours. I always avoided the subject. It was too painful for me, but now that we had sex without condom, I was looking at her and thinking she needed to learn the truth.

Her eyes began to open, and I made a decision. I would tell her everything today. Just not right now, but today, she would learn the truth, and I would... break up with her.

She sat up on the bed slowly, and said, “Honey, why do you look so worried?”

I smiled and caressed her thigh. “Nothing. I will make some breakfast for us.”

I stood up and went to the kitchen, opening the fridge and seeing what we got for breakfast. I needed to think this through. If I was going to tell her we needed to separate, then she needed to be certain it wasn’t because of her. My explanation had to be a solid one.

I finished making breakfast and got to her room. She dug right in, looking very hungry. Meanwhile, I took small bites from the food on my plate. I didn’t have the stomach to eat a lot right now, and Ileana noticed that.

“Honey, is something the matter?”

I put the plate on top of the nightstand, and said, “I have something important to tell you.”
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Chapter 2 | Elsa
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I OPENED THE DOOR AND found her. My baby girl. She looked so beautiful, and she was sleeping soundly right now. Quite the uncommon thing that one was, though. She tended to make so much noise and complain more often than not during dark, silent nights like this one.

The room was dark, as was the hall behind me. I woke up in the middle of the night to drink a glass of milk. My throat was just so dry. I hated whenever I woke up and had to get off my bed. I would rather sleep for hours with no breaks until each morning, but I guessed I just wasn’t lucky enough.

I approached the crib and settled my hands on the top of the railing. My baby girl wore a pink onesie, and her pacifier had slipped out of her mouth. I hadn’t seen her so peaceful like this in a very long time.

I wished her father was still around, and his memory haunted me. He died a couple of years ago, before she had even been born. The life of a Mafia family wasn’t an easy one - it was horrible. If there was one thing I wished the most for right now, it was to get away from it all.

To live a normal life, one without all the killing, extortions and stuff of the sort. I needed new, fresh air in my life, and also some light at the end of this existential tunnel I found myself in. I couldn’t continue to live like this. For my little one, I would, one day, find a way to get away from this Mafia life I was forced to endure.

I caressed her forehead softly. I didn’t want to wake her up right now. My baby girl looked so peaceful. She was so innocent, and I wanted her to never change. I wanted her to always be innocent, so that she never had anything to worry about.

But that would be easier said than done. With a father like mine, I could never keep her safe from his life, his enemies, and all the people that wanted to harm us.

My ears picked up a strange noise that sounded from the outside. I was in my house, and since we didn’t have walls around it, the sound could have been anything. I thought it was just a squirrel looking for food. It wouldn’t be the first time there was one running around the premises of the house, searching for that one piece of food.

I caressed my baby girl’s forehead once again, and my ears picked up the same noise, but it was louder this time. I straightened up my spine, wondering if something was up. Could it be that someone was outside?

But nobody knew I lived here. My neighbors and parents did, but no one that could harm us. My father kept us safe. I knew his life was dangerous, but he never came here, and when he wanted to see us, he always made us go to him.

The window was suddenly broken, making me gasp. A man jumped through it, and he wore a black ski mask. Oh Jesus, he came here to kill me and my baby daughter, didn’t he? I couldn’t stay here doing nothing. I needed to kill him.

I got a broom that was standing next to me, and pointing it at the man, I said, “Get away from me! Get away from this house right now, or I’m-”

“Going to do what, princess? I know you are not tough enough to do anything with that.”

What happened to the guards that protected my house? Were they killed? Jesus, I should have known this was going to happen one day. I should have demanded my dad to let me go, to let me find a new place to live in.

But of course he would never have agreed to that. He had other plans for me, for my baby daughter, and although I loved him, I also hated him just as much. His plans for what I should become... I should never have let my feelings for him get the better of me.

And now, it was all over, unless I found a way to knock this man unconscious or killed him.

“I’m going to protect my family!” I shouted, panting.

Still pointing the broom at the man whose ski mask covered his face, I approached him. I was just happy my baby daughter, my Regina, didn’t wake up yet. I didn’t want to hear her crying. Not right now. That would be terrible.

“Woman, I don’t care about you one bit. I came here for her, and you are going to step aside right now.”

“I’m no-”

And then, something heavy just hit my head, causing the darkness to envelop my vision. I fought to keep my balance, to continue gripping the broom, but my whole body now felt so heavy, and my head hurt so much as well...

I eventually fell, my body incapable of responding to my orders right now, but not before noticing something terrible. The man who got into my house wasn’t alone.

***
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I WOKE UP, MY HEAD still hurting so much. I stood up and my eyes laid on the empty, devoid of life crib. They got her. They stole my Regina from me, and they were going to pay for it. I needed to do something. I needed to call my father.
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