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Author’s Note

 Just a
couple of things before I let you go and get your read on. While I
am doing my best to work with better editing and proofreading
software, all my books are solo, independent works. I write my
books, proofread my books, edit my books, create the covers, etc. I
have one beta who gives me feedback on my stories, but other than
that, all my books are independent projects.

 


That being said, I apologize, in advance, for
the typos, grammar inconsistencies, or any other mistakes I may
make. Since writing is strictly a hobby for me, I haven’t looked
into commitments in regard to publishers, editors, etc. My hope is
that my stories are enjoyable enough that a few mistakes, here and
there, can be overlooked. However, if you’re a stickler for
grammar, my books are probably not for you.

 


Also, I am an avid reader-I mean an
AVID reader. I love to read above any other hobby. However,
the only downside to my reading obsession is when I fall in love
with a series, but I have to wait for the additional books to come
out. And because I feel that disappointment down to my soul, when I
started publishing my works, I vowed to publish all books in my
series all at once. No waiting here…LOL. Now, the exception to that
will be if enough readers request additional stories based off the
standalone, such as in Facing the Enemy. At that point, if I decide
to move forward with a requested series, I will make sure all
additional books are available all at once. As much as this is a
hobby for me, I am writing these books for all of you, as well as
myself.

 


Thank you, for everything!


Contact Me

 I really
appreciate you reading my book and I would love to hear from you!
Now, unfortunately, because I do have a full-time job, and a family
I love spending time with, at this time, I’m afraid it would be
very hard for me to maintain a multitude of social media sites.
However, for the sites I do participate in, here are my social
media coordinates:

 


 


Website

 


 


Facebook

 


 


Instagram

 


 


 Email

 


 


Newsletter


Dedication

 For Jason-

Your loss is felt every
single day, but your face
still smiles at us through the boys. You were a great person and a
wonderful father, and we will miss you terribly. You were more than
just a son-in-law; you were our son.
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Prologue

 2013~

The scene was a quietly violent one that would live
in my mind until my mind could no longer hold memories.

This was
my choice, though.

It was my choice to be
here, doing this.

In a
perfect world, I’d be at home in bed
with Frankie.

I was supposed
to be the good boyfriend who chose her above everything
else. But the world sure as
fuck wasn’t perfect, and nothing was ever that simple.

Life wasn’t that
simple.

While the lies
and the secrets were killing
me, I knew if I told Frankie the truth it would gut her. She had
plans for us, and they didn’t include the gun that my fingers were
currently wrapped around.

Ciro was good
about deflecting when she’d
shoot those accusatory, amber-colored eyes at us. But me? All I had
was her addiction to my touch. I deflected by touching her, kissing
her, or fucking her.

Tonight was the night
that would forever change the direction of my life.

And hers.

I tried to
convince myself that it would all be okay because her brother was standing next to me, but I
knew, deep down, this would change everything.

While
all of us neighborhood kids
grew up together, as we’d grown older, we learned early on the trio
we were becoming a part of. My family and I had lived a couple of
blocks over from the Mancinis, but the mutual friend Ciro and I
shared brought us together like nothing else could. That friend was
Luca Benetti, and everyone knew the Benetti Family ruled Morgan
City.

As
we grew older, Luca became the dark
prince he was being groomed to be, and it had gotten harder and
harder to resist the temptation and lure. When you grow up lower
middle-class and always struggling, money and power can make a
remarkable impression on the young male mind.

We wanted
better.

We
wanted it all.

I stood in the
center of the warehouse, next
to one of my best friends, and we both had guns aimed at the two
men strapped to the metal chairs before us. Luca and his father,
Giovanni Benetti, stood behind us, looking on.

The room
held about ten men, including
the two men who were gagged and tied to the chairs. The rest of the
men stood, forming an arch behind us, waiting for our next
move.

It didn’t
matter that these guys were
pedophiles. It didn’t matter that we were judging them in a way
only The Lord had the right to. It didn’t matter that every second
I stood here I was jeopardizing my relationship and future with
Frankie.

Frankie-the girl I’ve
been in love with since we were seven-years-old; Ciro’s
sister.

I glanced over
at Ciro, and with the
conviction of a thousand men, he looked back and gave me a tightly
measured nod. I looked back at the men before us, raised my arm,
aimed, and fired a hole clean through one man’s forehead while Ciro
did the same to the other.

The room was
silent for a few seconds
before we turned around and handed the guns back to two of the
sentinels that had been standing by. We handed them back without
wiping them clean of our fingerprints as a show of loyalty and
trust to Giovanni Benetti.

He stepped
forward and shook both our
hands. His smile was evil and powerful and there was no going
back.

Luca
was the next to shake our hands and
it had felt like a homecoming. He was our best friend, and we knew
he’d been doing this shit at a young age. But now we were more than
best friends. We were family in a way no one outside the Benetti
Family could understand.

There was no
way I was going to be able to keep this from Frankie much longer, though. Not when I planned
on marrying her as soon as she graduated from college next
semester. My only hope would be that she loved me enough to balance
the life she wanted with the life I would now lead.

Little did I
know that she already
knew.

Little
did I know that she would
shatter everything I believed we were.

Little did I
know that I would lose my mind
when the dust settled.

It was the first step to the
obliteration of my soul as it existed.


Chapter 1

 Phoenix – 2019~

I should have been home hours ago.

Normally, a hit took no
time at all. They called me The Holy Ghost for a reason. And the
reason? I was in and out within minutes without anyone ever setting
eyes on me.

When I was working,
I was invisible.

When I was
working, I didn’t
exist.

Sure, on
paper, I existed.

On
paper, I was clean as a
whistle.

On paper, I
was a respectable accountant,
and I even had a degree in my name that claimed I had all the
proper credentials to manage someone’s money.

In reality, I was the
Benetti Family’s number one hitman, and I was good at what I did. I
never missed a mark, and no one ever knew it was me doing the
marking. The only other souls on the planet that ever knew my
agenda were Giovanni Benetti, Morgan City’s Mob Boss, Luca Benetti,
the Underboss, and my best friend, Ciro Mancini, who just happened
to be the Benetti Family’s number one enforcer.

My hits were
so high profile that no one
outside us four knew my kill count. In six short years, I’d gone
from a Mafia soldier to the Benetti’s most prolific
killer.

And
I was fucking great at it.

Granted, what
else did a person become when they had no soul? And, tonight, I was in Neil Hansen’s home
waiting patiently to put a bullet through his head.

Now, usually,
my homework was spot on. I
knew everything about my mark before I made my move. And I
mean every-fucking-thing. I
left nothing to chance. It was how my kill count was so high and I
wasn’t behind bars for life.

Well,
for a couple of lives if they only
knew.

However, tonight had
thrown me a curve when Neil’s mistress had arrived on his doorstep,
weeping uncontrollably, claiming to be pregnant with his
child.

Normally,
every Thursday afternoon, Neil
Hansen sent his wife to a luxurious spa salon to get the works. He
had manipulated her into this tradition by convincing her that she
needed to look her best in case he wanted to whisk her away to The
Bahamas at the last minute. Leslie Hansen thought it romantic, but
if the dingbat only knew the truth…well, good, ol’ Neil sent her to
the spa, so he could get his dick sucked by…wait for it…his workout
trainer. His workout trainer who was thirty years his junior and
a he.

So, don’t let Neil’s
pregnant mistress fool you. Respectable Neil Hansen had a boatload
of sexual proclivities he indulged in.

A
ship-sized
boatload.

So,
with his dick sucked, relaxed,
and unsuspecting, it should have been easy-peasy to slip in, put a
bullet in his head, and slip out.

But
no.

Enter the hysterical,
pregnant girlfriend.

Now, while
there’ve been very few in my
lifetime as a Mafia hitman, I didn’t relish killing women. The
women I have put down were sex traffickers or worse, if you could
believe there’s something worse out there. But, trust me, there was
and is. And I’ve never killed a child. I didn’t care if you were
seventeen and your birthday was tomorrow; I would wait until
tomorrow to kill you. So, there was nothing I could do until the
pregnant mistress left. Even if she were evil, she was pregnant,
and I’d never take an unborn life. I didn’t care what anyone else’s
stance was on pregnancy, but to me, it was a life as long as the
woman was nurturing it.

As a hitman, I
shouldn’t have any weaknesses,
but children were one of them for me. Probably because I knew I was
never going to have any. Sure, Made Men had families all the time;
hell, it was expected. But my chances at a family were blown to
shit the day Frankie left me. I couldn’t imagine another woman
birthing my children, and so I had given up on that dream. Kids
held a special place for me because they were the only thing I’d be
denied in this life. Sure, it was of by my own hand, but that’s how
I felt.

Or maybe
it was because my own parents
were pieces of shit and I felt kids deserved better. Anthony and
Ana Fiore should never have had children, and the only blessing to
behold during my younger years was that I had been an only child.
They only screwed up one life instead of the potential many they
could have. Had it not been for meeting Ciro and Francesca, then
Luca, who knows where I might have ended up. Everything good in me
had been for Frankie, and everything strong in me had been for Ciro
and Luca. They had been my only real family.

The
four of us.

And then, one
day, four became
three.

I shook
off those memories and went back to
growing roots, waiting for Neil to get his hysterical mess under
control and gone.

Now, you’re
probably wondering what Neil has done to warrant being offed by the Mob, because surely being
a sleaze who cheats on his wife and embezzles a bit isn’t that bad
in comparison to some of the evil out there, and you’d be right.
Being a cheating scumbag was not death worthy. Though I’ve never
been of the same mind, I knew plenty of men who could separate sex
from love. I knew plenty of men who could blow their loads all over
their mistresses and then go home to worship their wives. Adultery
was up there with murder in the Mob; it might be a Commandment, but
you could always rationalize it away if you believe the reason
justifiable enough.

I
did neither.

I
didn’t justify my kills or cheat on
anyone. I slept like a baby at night because my conscience had been
silenced the night Frankie had left me. My soul had died that same
night.

No, I
was here in Neil Hansen’s
Garden Grove mini-mansion, waiting in the shadows, because Neil’s
little embezzlement problem? Yeah, that was due to the fact that
Neil liked to gamble.

And he liked
to gamble big.

However,
because Neil was also the CEO
of Hansen and Belmilch Financial-Grandy Belmilch was the CFO-his
murder was sure to bring a lot of media and law enforcement
attention. It was why Luca didn’t trust this hit to one of his many
other shooters.

A month
ago, after Ciro had gotten a hold of
good, ol’ Neil, it was clear within the following week that, even
after Ciro’s handiwork, the man couldn’t make good on his
eight-hundred-thousand-dollar debt to the Benetti Family. And
Grandy Belmilch wasn’t just a CFO; he was a smart CFO. After doing
my homework, I knew there was no way Neil would be able to embezzle
the amounts he needed without Grandy catching wind of what he was
doing. And once I took that information to Luca, he had made the
decision to make a topnotch example out of good, ol’
Neil.

The sound of
the front door slamming shut
told me two things; one, Neil’s mistress didn’t get the comforting
she thought she was going to get. Two, I could finally get down to
business.

Again, because
I did my homework, I knew the
exact layout of Neil’s home and his fading footsteps told me he was
heading into his study. But to be fair, I also knew this because
Neil was a creature of habit, and he always drank his finest
whiskey in his study to wind down after getting his dick suck by
his trainer.

Now, usually,
I just went in, shot the
sonofabitch, and disappeared. But I took offense to good, ol’ Neil
ignoring Ciro’s warning. Most people got some quick get-right after
being on the receiving end of one of Ciro’s visits, but Neil’s
gambling problem outweighed his survival instincts this
go-round.

I crept
silently into the study. Neil’s back was to me as he poured himself another drink, no
doubt hoping it wouldn’t be interrupted by another pregnant
mistress. My dick almost got hard as the tumbler slipped from his
hand and bounced on the carpet as the tip of my gun met the back of
his head.

“Good
evening, Neil,” I chuckled. I might
not have a soul, but I did find joy in the little
things.

“Uh…”

I took a step
back and eased off the pressure of the gun, so he could turn around and see his fate. Again,
normally, I didn’t play games like this, but I was
feeling…irritated at having to wait so long to off him. When he
turned around and saw me, his eyes widened, and though we’ve never
met, he knew who I was.

I smiled.

“I
promise-”

I
tsk’ed at the poor man. “Now,
now, Neil,” I sing-songed, “I’ve heard all about the promises you
make. I heard them all from Ciro Mancini as a matter of
fact.”

“But-”

I shook the
bag out of my back pocket with my free hand, and I had it over his head and a bullet in his
brain before he could beg some more. Letting his body fall, I held
onto the bag and stuffed it in my back pocket to get rid of later
when I got rid of everything else. Now, some might think it was
morbid to carry around a bag with brain splatter in it, but that
kind of shit stopped bothering me years ago.

Sneaking out the way I
snuck in, I jumped the back yard into the adjoining yard of the
vacant house next door. In the dead of night, no one would see me,
but I took great care in everything I did. Nothing would lead the
cops to my door.

They didn’t
call me The Holy Ghost for
nothing.


Chapter 2

 Francesca~

I stared at the twenty-seven cents on the table,
and it was all I could do not to visibly cringe while other
customers were still around. I didn’t want to feel ungrateful for
the change, but I never understood why people did that. It was
insulting and unnecessary. However, scooping up the change along
with the dishes, I reminded myself that every little bit
helped.

It wasn’t that
I was starving or anything
like that. I got paid a decent wage at Brighton’s Steak House and,
usually, the tips made it possible for me not to have to live
paycheck-to-paycheck. But I knew my customer service was worth more
than the change I just dropped in my apron. I wasn’t one of those
people who thought I was owed a tip, so I made sure to do my best
to earn one. I was all smiles and politeness, even to the rude
customers.

Plus,
I enjoyed my job. Was it what I saw
myself doing for the rest of my life? No. But life didn’t always
turn out the way you expected it. A couple of the girls knew I was
only a semester away from getting my degree in Business Finance,
and they always encouraged me to go back to school, but I was a
realist.

Or
maybe I was just a
loser.

Either way,
school wasn’t in the cards for
me right now. Or ever if I was being completely honest. I just
didn’t have the…drive anymore. When I had graduated from high
school, I had been young and eager to conquer the world. I was
going to go to college, get my degree, and make a good life for
myself. But when that dream died, carving out a nice, quiet,
low-key life had become the goal, and I’ve been living it for the
past six years.

I finished
cleaning off the table and took the dirty dishes back to the kitchen. We had busboys for
this, but I liked to keep busy, and being a Tuesday evening,
Brighton’s was slow.

“I need some
rich, handsome, single
stranger to stop in for dinner, fall madly in love with me as soon
as he spots me from across the room, and carry me away from this
lower-class, change-counting life,” Mona muttered as she dumped a
tray of dirty dishes on the counter beside me.

I laughed. “I
saw the pictures you posted
this weekend,” I informed her. “You wouldn’t be living a
lower-class, change-counting life if you didn’t buy top-shelf
liquor every weekend.”

Her blue
eyes flew sideways, and she
smiled. “How else am I supposed to cope with having to count out my
change to pay the bills?” she teased. “It’s a vicious cycle, for
sure.”

“Well, when
you come across that rich,
handsome, single stranger ask him if he has a brother,” I joked.
“Preferably one who is also single, not gay, has a job, and isn’t
an asshole.”

“No rich
and handsome?”

I rolled my
eyes. “Looks fade, the love of money is the root of all evil, and, Christ, Mona,” I grumbled,
“at this point, I’d settle for a man who doesn’t give me a headache
when he talks.”

“Amen, sister,” she
agreed. “Is Edmond still asking you out?”

The dishes in
the dishwasher, I turned towards her. “Yeah, but he just seems too…normal,” I excused lamely.
“Plus…I don’t know, Mona. There’s absolutely no butterflies when he
flirts with me, and there should be some attraction, don’t you think?”

She laughed.
“There’s nothing worse than
lugging around a man who doesn’t do it for you. If you don’t feel
the butterflies, don’t even bother.” Mona walked out of the kitchen
and left me there to stew on my lonely thoughts. Truthfully, the
only man who’s ever made me feel butterflies, or any-damn-thing for
that matter, was Phoenix Fiore.

I met Phoenix
when we were children,
five-years-old to be exact. We had all gone to the same
neighborhood daycare, and he and my brother, Ciro, had become fast
friends. Ciro, being the big brother that he was, always had me
with him, so it had been natural to become friends with Phoenix,
too.

That
was until we became
more.

At seven-years-old, he
had told me he was going to marry me, and over the years our
friendship had become more until I was so in love with the boy that
I hadn’t known how to live my life without him. Even when Luca
Benetti had come into the picture, nothing had changed between me
and Phoenix. Sure, Ciro was my brother, and Luca had become my best
friend, but Phoenix had become something more.

He had become
part of my soul.

He had taken
pieces of me I couldn’t get
back and those missing pieces have made it hard for me to date
anyone else these past six years. And because I had loved him so
deeply, it also felt as if I were still dating Phoenix and being
with another man would be like cheating on him. I knew it was
stupid and untrue, but that’s how I felt. Whenever another man
flirted with me, that’s how I felt.

Most people would label
me stupid or crazy to be faithful to a man I left-a man who had
betrayed me, but I felt what I felt. It didn’t matter that I was
sure Phoenix has moved on after all these years, either. I could
only handle what I felt, and I wasn’t going to jump into bed with a
man I wasn’t attracted to just to prove a point.

The door swung
open just as I was ready to
head back outside and my best friend, Roberta Regal, came flouncing
in. “Jesus, it’s slow as shit out there,” she complained. Robbie
was in the same boat I was. While she wasn’t starving, she counted
on her tips the same way I did. The only difference was I didn’t
have a jobless boyfriend sponging off my paycheck.

“I know,” I
agreed. “But that didn’t stop
some dude in a suit from leaving me a golden treasure of
twenty-seven cents.”

She
winced. “What a shit,” she
grumbled.

I shook off my
dark mood. “That’s what the
weekends are for,” I said with as much enthusiasm as I could
muster. “We’ll make it all back then.”

Her
pretty brown eyes shifted, and I got
a sinking feeling in my stomach. “Yeah, I uh…”

“What’s wrong,
Robbie?”

“Nothing,” she
mumbled. “Well, I don’t think
it’s anything to worry about yet.”

My brows shot up.
“What isn’t?”

She started to
bite on her lip, and I
wondered if she was going to answer. She finally said, “I overheard
Randy on the phone last night and it sounded like he was arguing
with someone over money. And, well…I’m just hoping he doesn’t
expect me to bail him out again.”

It took
everything I had to bite my tongue. I
could go on a rant of what a loser her boyfriend was, but I didn’t
want to be that friend. I wanted to be the kind of friend that
could give Robbie advice based on her life and her personality, and
not on what I would do in her
situation. Besides, what the hell did I know about relationships?
The first and only one I’ve ever been in crashed and
burned.

“Well,
you know what you can do and what you
can’t do,” I said cautiously. “Don’t overextend yourself if you
can’t afford it.”

She shook her head and
plastered on a smile. “You’re right,” she agreed. “Besides, he
hasn’t even asked, so I probably shouldn’t be borrowing trouble.” I
smiled back at her for a lack of something better to do. “I’ll see
you back out there.” She winked and flounced back out the same way
she came in.

I took a
deep breath and prayed she’d
listen. I’ve only met Randy a couple of times when we’ve gone out
for drinks together and, plain and simple, I didn’t like the man.
He was a mooch and had that troublesome vibe about him. But, as
long as he made Robbie happy, I planned to watch what I said about
the guy and word my advice carefully. However, I still didn’t like
him.

Growing up, I
was used to men who took care
of their women. From where I came from, men were men and women were
women and there was no confusion. If a man didn’t outright support
his woman, then he had a partnership with her, and they took care
of each other. From what I could see, Robbie took care of
herself and
Randy.

Shaking off my
thoughts, I went back outside
into the restaurant and tried to mind my own business. Robbie
wasn’t a stupid woman. She might be putting up with more than most
because she cared about her boyfriend, but she wasn’t stupid. All I
could do was be there for her when enough became enough.

As I
entered the floor of the
restaurant, I realized it was true what they said; say the Devil’s
name, and he shall appear. But, in this case, it was Edmond who
appeared, not the Devil.

He was sitting
in my section, and he was all
smiles when I approached. “Hey, Frankie,” he greeted me. “How are
you?”

I
put on my service smile and made sure
not to hint at anything more. “Hi, Edmond. I’m doing well. How are
you?”

It wasn’t that
he wasn’t good-looking; on the
contrary, he was. He had sandy blonde hair and sweet, light blue
eyes. He had that surfer vibe, even though there wasn’t an ocean or
lake anywhere near Cedar Creek. There wasn’t even a creek. He was
also tall and athletically built. He wasn’t a gym rat with too many
muscles, but he also wasn’t a slob with a pouch over his
dick.

Overall, he
was a nice-looking man. He
just didn’t do it for me.

No one did.

“I’m great,”
he answered. “I’ll be doing
better if ever you take me up on my offer of dinner or
drinks.”

I kept my
smile in place. “What can I
get you, Edmond?”

“Okay, okay,”
he teased. “I can take a hint.”

Since he’s
been hitting on me for weeks,
my money says he can’t.


Chapter 3

 Phoenix~

It didn’t matter how many times I’ve been in this
house, this study particularly, it always felt like I was sitting
down with the sorry souls who were unfortunate enough to cross
paths with Giovanni Benetti. Or any Benetti, for
that matter.

It was also
how I knew when Luca was talking to us as a Mob Underboss and not the boy who we played
tag with as children. Whenever we were invited to meet him at the
Benetti House, which was still occupied by his mother and father,
we knew we were here for business.

Luca owned an
apartment building on the outskirts of Morgan City. He occupied the entire top floor while me
and Ciro shared the floor underneath, our apartments separated by a
shallow hallway. No one had access to our floor or Luca’s save us
three. The remaining six floors were empty of residents except for
the first floor which consisted of the lobby and the smaller
apartments that housed a few guards. The second floor housed a gym,
swimming pool, sauna, etc. All members of the Benetti Family were
required to be healthy and in shape, so Luca made access to a gym
easier for his men. No one in the Benetti Family got soft, not even
the retirees.

No one.

The third
floor was a common area where
a lot of our impromptu meetings were held. The fourth and fifth
floors were empty and completely gutted of anything besides
structure beams. The sixth floor was our arsenal floor. Only a few
people had access to the floor, and one of them was Vincent Costas,
our weapons expert and manager. His sole purpose in life was to
issue our weapons and firearms and make sure they could never be
traced back to any of us. We had more firepower on that one floor
than most gun stores. Needless to say, the security in Luca’s
building rivaled that of The Pentagon.

Whenever
Luca wanted to spend time with
me and Ciro as friends, we were called up to his penthouse, or he’d
stop by one of our apartments. Being called to the Benetti House
meant he wanted to talk business. It was no secret that Giovanni
Benetti didn’t care for the fact that mine and Ciro’s alliances
were with Luca and not him, so he didn’t appreciate our presence or
called on us often. He tolerated us because we were good at what we
did, and he didn’t want to cause a rift between him and his son. No
one voiced it out loud, but we all knew Luca was ten times more
powerful than his father these days.

When I had
driven through the gates and
circled the arched driveway until I was parked in front of the
house, well, mansion really, no one had stopped me, and no one had
greeted me. When I had gotten out of the car and walked up the
steps to the house, even though there had been a dozen pairs of
eyes on me from the moment I had turned the corner on Park Street,
no one had stopped me because they knew.

They knew who I
was.

And
they knew I belonged here.

I sat on the
deep brown leather couch, my
elbows braced on my knees, a tumbler of whiskey in between my
hands. Ciro was seated on one of the bar stools near the bar on the
right side of the study, while Luca’s ass was perched against his
father’s desk. Well, technically, his father’s
desk, but we all knew the truth.

“So, what
warrants a visit to Daddy
Benetti’s house,” Ciro asked in that flippant way that irritated
Giovanni Benetti and I couldn’t say I blamed the man.

Luca
shrugged a shoulder. “Nothing
business related,” he clarified immediately. “I just had some
business to attend to and I knew you guys were near.” While Luca’s
apartment building was on the outskirts of Morgan City, the Benetti
House was on the north side of the city where the wealthy dwelt and
the homes sat on acres of land, making neighbors a mile-wide
non-issue. And because the Benettis had enemies by the thousands it
was rare for Luca, Ciro, and me to be seen together. Even though
our homes were in the same building, we each had three different
residences that were spread throughout Morgan City.

“So, what’s up?” I
asked.

“Have either of you been
to see Massimo today?”

In the poor
neighborhood of Silver
Heights, Massimo had been every child’s favorite uncle. His wife
had died young, taking all his love with her. He never remarried,
and since she had died so suddenly, they never had kids. Massimo
had taken to adopting all the neighborhood children and making them
his own. He bandaged wounds, bailed out troublemakers, fed the
neglected, and even harbored fugitives. Even his nails were often
painted by little girls whose mothers were too busy turning tricks
or passed out from drugs to play with them. Every one of us held a
special place in our hearts for Massimo. Even those of us who no
longer possessed one.

And one week
ago, he had landed in the
hospital, stage-four cancer, and he hadn’t told anyone. He had
wanted the last few months of his life to be happy ones, not to be
drowned in sadness and depression.

“Yeah. I
was there this morning,” Ciro
answered. “Around two, maybe.” Luca donated a shitload of money to
Mercy Hospital for round-the-clock premium care and visiting hours
for Massimo. Not to mention, a fuckton of guards switching
shifts.

“I
stopped by a couple of hours
ago,” I added. “In time to have lunch together.”

Luca didn’t
comment. He just nodded,
thoughts already organizing themselves in his head. Luca was a
thinker. And the motherfucker was always ten steps ahead of
everyone else. The man’s mind never stopped.

We watched as
he reached back, grabbed his glass of Louie Xiii, and downed it in one swallow. My eyes darted
towards Ciro to see if he was seeing this shit, because that brand
of cognac was supposed to be savored, not abused.

And Luca never
abused his luxuries.

“I was there
last night,” he finally said,
his dark gaze continuously dancing back and forth between mine and
Ciro’s. “We talked for about two hours or so.” People said Luca
didn’t have a soul, but he did. Massimo’s sickness and impending
death was hard on all of us. “He gave me an update on his
condition, and he was completely honest when he said he had only a
few days left. Maybe a week.”

The silence in the room
was heavy. We saw evil all the time. Hell, we were evil. Things like this shouldn’t happen to good people, and
Massimo was as good as a person could get.

This
time Luca’s eyes stayed glued
to mine as he said the last thing that I ever expected him to say.
“I’m going to go get Francesca tomorrow.”

My entire body
stilled.

My heart
stopped, and my blood turned
to ice in my veins.

Frankie.

We’ve always
known where she was, who she
was with, and what she was doing. The night that she walked out on
us, she was only allowed to go under the condition that she was
never really gone. Of course, she didn’t know that we knew every
minute of how she spent her days, but we weren’t going to apologize
for it. At the end of the day, no matter how pissed off she was at
us, she was Ciro Mancini’s sister, Luca Benetti’s best friend, and
the love of my life. She would always be protected.

Ciro didn’t
say anything, but I knew his
eyes were on me the same as Luca’s. I finally managed to find my
voice. “Frankie,” I repeated, tossing back my whiskey. Fuck
savoring.

“She’s the
only person from the neighborhood that doesn’t know about Massimo yet,” Luca explained. “And
he made it clear he’d like to see her before it’s too late.” I knew
Luca wasn’t asking permission. His decision was already cemented in
his dark gaze. “I’m not going to deny that man whatever it is in my
power to grant him.”

I didn’t blame
him.

I
couldn’t.

Massimo was a
good man, and he had given
himself to us lost, neglected children, and if he wanted to see
Frankie then it’s the least that he deserved.

I let out a
deep breath and stood up. Ciro already had the whiskey bottle in his outstretched hand for
me as I grabbed it and drank straight from the bottle. I knew I was
going to pay for this tomorrow because, like Luca and Ciro, we
didn’t drink to get drunk. We always had to have our wits about us,
and that was non-negotiable. So, since I wasn’t a heavy drinker, I
could see a hangover meeting me first thing tomorrow
morning.

The bottle was
held tight in my hand as it
hung at my side. I looked over at Luca. “Okay.” I wasn’t sure what
else to say. Again, he wasn’t asking me for permission. He was
letting me know he was bringing Frankie back. And knowing Frankie,
I knew she was going to come running once she found out why she was
needed. She loved Massimo just as much as the rest of us
did.

I stared at
Luca and I knew he already
knew what I was going to say. He could see it written all over my
face, just as I was sure Ciro could. “She doesn’t get to leave,” I
told him. “She can come back to see Massimo, but she doesn’t get to
go back to Cedar Creek, Luca.”

Luca’s expression
remained stoic as Ciro mumbled, “Bloody hell.”

Luca
finally gave me a tight nod and said,
“I figured as much.” He let out a rare chuckle. “I’ll also let you
be the one to tell her.”

“Thank God,” Ciro burst
out. I turned to look at him. His brows shot up. “What?” he asked.
“This is Frankie we’re talking about. The fuck I’m going to be the
one to tell her she isn’t going back home. And we’ll be up to our
ears in bullshit if she ups and kills Luca for telling her, so,
yeah, thank God it’s not me.”

“You’re a dick.”

“Maybe,” he
conceded. “But it won’t be my
balls gripped like a vise in her fucking hands.”

Ignoring Ciro,
I turned back to Luca. I barely survived letting her walk away the first time, there
was no way I’d survive it a second time. I knew it and so did Luca
and Ciro. “You can’t interfere,” I insisted. I was talking to him
as both a friend and our Underboss. Luca and Frankie had been
tight. They had a bond that no one could deny. If she went running
to Luca, begging for freedom, and he gave the order to let her
leave, I’d have to let her. Or die for disobeying a Benetti’s
order. He knew it and I knew it.

“You have my
word, Phoenix,” he replied.
“But only because I know Francesca still loves you. Her time of
running is over, and she needs to be back where she
belongs.”

“How do you
know she still loves
me?”

“Because it’s
been six years, Phoenix. She hasn’t been on one date in six fucking years. The girl still
loves you. She just happens to still be pissed off.”

“Or she knows
that if word got back to Nix
that she was dating someone, the poor fuck would end up six feet
under,” Ciro chimed in. “I mean, the girl’s not stupid.”

“Thanks, Ciro,” I
remarked, flipping him off.

Luca
smirked. “It doesn’t matter if she
still loves him or not. The tides are turning, gentlemen, and it’s
time for Francesca to come home.”

Her
Highness was finally coming
home.

And it was about fucking
time.


Chapter 4

 Francesca~

Five more minutes until my break. Wednesdays were
just as slow as Tuesdays, so it felt pointless to take a break, but
our shift manager was very adamant about following labor laws. That
being said, I made a quick round of my section and informed
everyone that I’d be taking a break soon, but Sabrina would help
them should they need anything before I got back.

I had just
walked into the back and was about to take my apron off when Mona
walked into the employee break area. “Hey, Frankie.”

“Hey, Mona.”

“I
know you’re on break, but
there’s a guy out there insisting that he be waited on by
you.”

What?

My brows
furrowed. “Is it
Edmond?”

Mona shook her
head. “No, it’s not. But I gotta tell you, girl, if you don’t serve
him, I sure as hell will,” she
replied. “The man is tall, dark, handsome, and more.”

My
stomach dipped as I froze in the
middle of untying my apron. “What?”

Moan fanned
herself in true dramatic fashion. “The man is gorgeous, Frankie.
Dark hair and black fucking
eyes. I mean, have you ever seen someone with black eyes? They’re
fucking stunning.”

My
heart stopped in
resignation.

I’ve only seen
two men in my life whose gazes
were as black as evil, and that was Luca and Giovanni Benetti. Even
Luca’s two younger brothers, Leo and Sal, didn’t have the Giovanni
Benetti black eyes. Only Luca. Leo and Sal had their mother’s eyes,
mossy green. And while they looked like Benettis, through and
through, Luca was the only one who resembled his father one hundred
percent.

“He’s insisting on
me?”

“Yeah. I
told him you were going on
break, and he said that was perfect. Which made no sense,” she
replied, confused a bit.

If I had any doubt
it was Luca before, I didn’t now. The only question was what was he
doing here?

I took off
my apron to lessen the odds of
us being interrupted. I told my tables I was on break, but if they
saw me out there in my apron, they might believe I was still in
service-mode.

I plastered on a
fake smile. “Okay. Thanks, Mona.”

As I went to
walk past her, she grabbed me
by my shoulders. “No, seriously, Frankie. Find out if that man is
single and, if so, put in a good word for me. Good Lord,” she
praised.

“Sure thing,
Mona.” Not.
Even if Luca were single, I wouldn’t
do that to Mona. I wouldn’t sign her up for a life that I knew she
couldn’t mold herself to fit into.

As soon
as I stepped out from the
kitchens, I saw him. He was sitting at a booth, his back up against
the wall, his eyes scanning the restaurant. He made sure to choose
a booth with no window and made sure it was one that gave him the
perfect view of the entire place and the people in it.

Some things never
change.

He didn’t
smile or stand up or anything
as I walked towards the booth. That black gaze Mona had fallen in
love with stayed glued to mine until I sat down on the opposite
side of the booth. It’s been six years, and the beautiful boy that
I once shared so many secrets with had grown up to be a
heartbreakingly gorgeous man.

Luca’s hair
was still black as coal, short on the sides, but long enough everywhere else that it’d be no
problem for some lucky girl to run her fingers through it. His
brows were just as dark, thick, and arched. His eyes were so black
that you couldn’t see where the color began and where the pupil
ended. Gone was any softness that once marked him as a boy. Now his
face was all hard angles and a strong jaw. He looked like he was
carved from stone. And I knew without a doubt his body was in prime
condition underneath that expensive suit he was wearing. All the
Benetti men were as conditioned as soldiers in their prime. Luca
Benetti was six-foot-two-inches of pure, unstoppable
muscle.

As a boy, Luca had
been beautiful.

As
a man, he was
breathtaking.

“What are you doing
here?”

Luca leaned in
and placed his forearms on the
table, clasping his hands together. He didn’t quite smirk, but
there was something in his expression. “Is that your way of telling
me you haven’t missed me?”

I almost cried.

I
almost cried because I
did miss my friend. I missed him terribly. That’s
the thing about running away. Your memories and emotions go with
you, so it ends up just becoming geography.

I
cleared my throat of the
emotions that threatened to take over. “What are you doing here,
Luca?” I repeated. I didn’t want to talk about how much I missed
him. I’d lose it for sure if I did.

This
time he did smirk.

Then he
straightened his imposing
frame and pinned me with that dark gaze he uses to cripple people
with. “Massimo has cancer,” he said, his voice betraying nothing.
He might as well have been talking about the weather. But that
didn’t bother me. I knew Luca felt, and I knew he felt
deeply.

I,
however, hadn’t been able to master
Luca’s level of aloofness. “What?”

“It’s true, Francesca.
Massimo has cancer. Stage-four.” Luca was the only person who
called me Francesca. He’s never called me Frankie. I’ve always been
Francesca to him.

My eyes
watered, but I didn’t care.
Massimo had been one of the most stable things in our lives, and he
was vital to the children of Silver Heights. He saved so many lives
with his unconditional love and support of the worst of
us.

“I…I…”

Luca
took pity on me, and I didn’t take
his kindness lightly. We may have been best friends once, but Luca
was still Luca. “He was diagnosed earlier this year,” he said,
explaining. “He had two choices. He could fight the good fight or
surrender peacefully when the time came.”

“Did
chemo not w…work, or
something?”

“He declined
chemo treatment, Francesca. He
didn’t want the final days of his life to be riddled with
treatments, weakness, and agony when he’s as old as he
is.”

Before I
could comment, Robbie walked
up to our table. “Good Afternoon. May I get you guys something to
drink? Eat?”

Luca didn’t
spare her a glance which told
me he had at least two of his men in the restaurant with us for him
not to acknowledge her approach. “Nothing for me, thank
you.”

I
looked up at her. “I’m…I’m
good, Robbie. My break isn’t that much longer, anyway.”

Her face was
full of concern, but she
didn’t push. “Okay. No problem,” she replied, and I knew she was
going to demand an explanation later.

Luca
didn’t speak again until she
was out of earshot. “He’s almost eighty-years-old, Francesca. He
didn’t want to put his body through an ordeal it might not survive.
He chose to go the way of dying naturally, and he didn’t tell
anyone because he didn’t want any of his kids to worry.”

The
tears that I was holding back
finally fell free.

His kids.

“Oh, God…” I
brokenly whispered.

“Massimo was admitted into
the hospital last week and that’s when he could no longer keep his
secret. Everyone from the neighborhood has been visiting him,
reminiscing, and saying their final goodbyes,” he said.

I
shook my head, then grabbed a napkin
from the napkin dispenser to dry my eyes and keep snot from running
down my face. “Final goodbyes?”

Luca’s face
softened and it was a rare
sight to behold. “He only has a few days left, Francesca. A week at
the most.”

“Oh,
Luca…how…” I didn’t even know
what I wanted to ask him. The idea of Massimo suffering his secret
alone was heartbreaking, but not surprising. He always protected us
kids.

And
then Luca got to the reason he
was here. “I see him every day, Francesca,” he said. “And the last
time I was with him he asked me about you.” I gasped in surprise,
but then in shame. In the six years that I’ve been gone from Morgan
City, I never once checked in on Massimo. I had left him behind,
along with everyone else, when I left town. “He wants to see you
before he passes. You’re the only person left from the neighborhood
that hasn’t gone to see him.”

“I don’t know
what to say,” I replied, shame
flooding my entire being.

“I don’t
expect you to say anything,”
he retorted. “I’m not here to tell you Massimo is dying, Francesca.
I’m here to tell you that I will be here when your shift is over
and you’re going back to Morgan City with me.”

It
was on the tip of my tongue to issue
an automatic refusal, but I wisely caught myself in time. There’s
no way I’d deny a dying man’s last wish. And even if I were
heartless enough to do something that vile, there’s no way Luca
would let me. Luca was here for exactly what he said he was here
for. He was taking me back, whether peacefully or by my hair, and I
didn’t blame him one bit.

“O…okay,” I
agreed. “I…uhm, my shift ends at-”

“At five, I
know,” he interrupted, and I hated that he knew that. I also
wasn’t surprised that he
did.

“Can…can I go home and
change first?” I hated asking him for permission, but I was smart
enough to realize the boy I knew was not the same man sitting
before me. Once upon a time, I could have sworn Luca Benetti would
never harm me. But now? It’s possible six years has turned the Luca
Benetti I once knew into an entirely different person.

“You may,”
he allowed. “However, since we
don’t have time for bullshit, your bag will already be packed and
ready to go.” He eyed me in a way that issued a dare my way, but my
mind was primarily on Massimo and hoping I wasn’t too late to say
goodbye.

“Bag?”

Luca
jerked his head towards the
openness of the restaurant. “Today’s Wednesday. It’s been arranged
that you will be off the next few days for a family emergency. It’s
all been arranged, and you will be back to work on
Monday.”

My
schedule wasn’t a set schedule, but
Leda, the restaurant manager, usually scheduled me on the weekends.
I was a good waitress, and she knew I enjoyed working the weekends.
“Luca, I need to work. That’s too many days off. Maybe I can go see
him today and go back…” I trailed off as Luca leaned closer and
narrowed his eyes at me.

“If you need
money, I’ll provide that for you, Francesca, but let’s get one
thing clear.” I’d swallow if
my mouth hadn’t gone complete dry. “If that man wants you sitting
by his bedside every hour of the rest of his days, then that’s what
you will fucking do. Am I clear?”

His words hit
my chest like a sledgehammer. Shame was a hurtful wave throughout
my body. Even if I couldn’t
afford it, Massimo was dying and here I was complaining about
something as trifling as money. I let out a deep breath, hoping to
release my shame along with it. “Of course.”

Luca didn’t
grace me with any more conversation. He simply stood up, gave me a kiss on the top of my head,
and walked out, taking three other random patrons with
him.

I stayed
in the booth until Robbie came
to get me, and the entire time I couldn’t think of anything but
Massimo. But as the clock ticked down to the end of my shift,
another name crossed my mind.

Phoenix.


Chapter 5

 Phoenix~

Back to Luca, Ciro, and I being rarely seen together
at the same time, we staggered our visits to see Massimo. Even
though Luca’s security was topnotch, we still didn’t like to chance
it. We knew what the city called us, and it would be the ultimate
show of power to take out The Holy Trinity all at once.

Luca was
called The Father for obvious reasons. He was destined to take
over the Benetti Family one
day and there was no doubt he planned on running it with an iron
fist. Even now, Giovanni was more of a figurehead than the actual
head of the family. Luca ran the show, and we all know he’ll be in
charge of the entire empire before he even hits thirty-five. He was
only thirty now.

Ciro was called The Son
because he might as well be the Son of God where the Benetti Family
was concerned. Luca had trusted Ciro early on; since we were kids,
really. But six years of getting dirty and filthy in ways that
would made hardened murderers weep, Ciro earned his place next to
Luca. Ciro was also referred to as The Son because, out of the
three of us, he was the most likely to play with his food and throw
a tantrum, but those moniker characteristics were only shared by me
and Luca. No one else knew Ciro drove us crazy sometimes with his
hotheadedness.

And
I was called The Holy Ghost because I
was invisible.

I felt
it deep in my soul,
too.

There was also
a fourth member, she just didn’t know it. The streets of Morgan City referred to Frankie as The
Church. Growing up, we never downplayed how much Frankie Mancini
meant to the three of us, and so almost everyone knew there was
nothing we wouldn’t do for her. Her leaving Morgan City hadn’t
changed that and everyone just got to calling her The Church. She
was our sacred place, and she was the only female the three of us
worshipped.

It
was the reason why we agreed to all
be present when Luca brought her back to see Massimo. Ciro wasn’t
going to miss out on the chance to see his sister again after all
these years, and I was here to drag her the fuck home with me after
her visit with Massimo. I knew she wouldn’t go peacefully, but I
didn’t care. I actually wanted her to fight me. I had six years of
pent-up anger in me, and I loved the idea of taking it all out on
her. I’d drag her by her motherfucking hair if I had to and I knew
Ciro nor Luca would stop me. Frankie might be Ciro’s sister, and
she might be Luca’s best friend, but she was my other half and both
men knew it. They’d never interfere unless she was in real, actual
danger.

I had just
finished checking the en suite
attached to my bedroom to make sure Frankie had everything she’d
need while she was here when my phone rang. “What’s up?”

“Luca said
he’d have her there around seven,” Ciro answered. “I figured we’d
give her and Massimo a couple
of hours to themselves before we showed up there.”

Even with the heads-up
from Luca yesterday, it was still hard to wrap my mind around the
fact that Frankie was coming back. I’ve waiting six years for her
and these last twenty-four hours have been hell. Ciro wanting to
wait two more hours to see her sounded reasonable, but they were
two more additional painful hours for me.

“Luca’s going
to have the hour drive from Cedar Creek to Morgan City to play
catch up with Frankie, how many hours do you need before I get her?” Ciro and Frankie’s parents
had died in a car wreck when they were young and that made Frankie
Ciro’s only blood family left. It crushed him when she left. I
might have felt alone, but Ciro had felt abandoned. And he had
survived the same way I had; by Luca keeping tabs on
her.

Ciro
chuckled into the phone. “I
just want to see her, Nix,” he said. “You can take her home and
fight it out. If you’re both still alive tomorrow, I’ll stop by
then.”

“Really?” I asked
surprised.

“Phoenix, seriously,” he
laughed. “I can’t even begin to imagine the shit that’s going to go
down when you two finally come together. I figure she’s going to
need me tomorrow to help her pick up the pieces more than she’ll
need me tonight.” He was right. “I’ll stop by tomorrow, so you can
leave to cool down and she can pour her heart out to me. Or help
her hide your body.”

I snorted.
“You’re delusional if you
think she’s not still pissed off at you, too,” I pointed out. “The
only reason she didn’t claw Luca’s eyes out is because he wasn’t
the one who lied to her and betrayed her. He might have kept our
secrets, but then she never asked him what was going
on.”

“True,” he
agreed. “However, I’m hoping she’ll be too tired from fighting with
you all night to argue with me
tomorrow.”

I
laughed. “You really are a
cocksucker.”

“Hey! Don’t
knock those pretty things who
spend countless hours on their knees to please me.”

“You’re also a
goddamn manwhore,” I added.

Like water off
a duck’s back, he said, “I don’t stick my dick in all of them, Nix. For whatever reason, most of
them enjoy just blowing me.”

“Enough
about your dick, Ciro. I say
we give Massimo maybe ten minutes or so with the four of us before
we head out and let him rest. I still don’t feel good about all of
us being in the same place at the same time. It’s too dangerous for
Frankie.” Knowing how many people would love to take us out,
Frankie being with the three of us would put her in danger as
collateral damage. It had actually been a blessing in disguise that
she wanted to live low-key in Cedar Creek when she left. No one in
that town knew who she was. Sure, neighboring cities knew all about
the Benettis, but Morgan City was where they laid their kingdom.
Most surrounding towns minded their own business.

“I
hear ya,” he replied. “As much
as I want my sister back home, I’m not ignorant to the danger this
kind of life puts her in.”

“Yeah,” I
agreed.

“Good thing
the girl’s a badass and can take care of herself,” he joked, only
it wasn’t really a joke. Growing up with us, Frankie learned how to fight, how to shoot a
gun, and how to race a car. She knew how to defend herself when
needed, and she knew how to escape when needed.

I also knew
Ciro didn’t mean anything by it, but his comments felt akin to
gargling glass. Yes, Frankie
could defend herself, but there shouldn’t ever be a need for her to
so if I were doing my job as a man. “Ciro, you know I’ll never let
anything happen to your sister, right?” I knew the answer, but the
question still needed to be asked.

His
sigh was answer enough, but he
said, “Of course, I do, Phoenix. I never would have let you date
her if I didn’t believe you’d love and protect her. But that
doesn’t mean shit doesn’t happen, dude. That’s all I
meant.”

“Good to
know,” I replied “However, you never had a say. Nothing or no one was ever
going to keep your sister from me, and that included your dumb
ass.”

“I’ll
be sure to use that as a direct quote
at your funeral after she kills you,” he tossed back.

I couldn’t
help but smile. I’ve killed many people in my short twenty-eight years, and I’ve been in more
fights than I could count, but going toe-to-toe with Frankie was
sure to do some permanent damage.

“Look, I gotta go,”
I told him. “I gotta make sure everything is ready for Frankie’s
arrival.”

“Good luck, man.” And I
knew he meant it seriously.

“Thanks.” I
hung up and got to checking the kitchen, making sure it was stocked up with her favorites.
Then I was almost brought to my knees when I realized it’s been six
years. Her favorites might have changed.

She might have
changed.

It
killed to me to think I might
not know her as well as I used to, but that was something that
could be remedies with time. The next fifty years to be exact.
There was no way I was letting Frankie go again, and if I had to
hold her prisoner in my house, I would.

Then there
was the matter of Massimo’s
funeral. I knew that he and Luca had it already planned and paid
for, and it was going to be an affair to rival that of a king’s
farewell. However, Luca, Ciro, Frankie, and I would not be in
attendance. While I was pretty confident that Massimo was respected
enough by everyone that there’d be no bloodshed on his fateful day,
we still couldn’t risk it. So, it was arranged that when Massimo
passed, he would be moved to a private room at the hospital where a
priest will meet us, and we are to have our own private ceremony,
just the five of us.

Now I had no
illusion that mine and
Frankie’s reunion would go smoothly. I knew it wouldn’t. Just like
I had six years of pent-up pissed-the-fuck-off and loneliness to
contend to, I imagine she had a lot of shit she wanted to get off
her chest, too.

The night
Frankie left, we had learned
the hard way that she had gotten fed up with mine and Ciro’s lies
and caginess and had followed us to the Benetti warehouse. She had
climbed on top of some abandoned crates, and through a dirty window
up top, she had seen mine and Ciro’s initiation.

The. Entire. Fucking.
Thing.

And while we
were being introduced and
drinking to a job well done, Frankie had run home, packed only the
shit she needed, and had fled. Of course, not before she left a
note to us all, telling us that the moon shone beautifully through
the north end corner window around the docks.

Ciro had ranted and
raved.

Luca had shut
down.

I had lost
my mind and destroyed
everything in the house.

We had
all been prepared to go after her
until Luca came to his senses and had stopped us. He had taken his
emotions out of the equation and had convinced us that she deserved
her space. He promised he would put guards on her and that she’d be
safe while she cooled down. However, the joke was on us. It was six
years later, and the girl had still not cooled down.

Tonight was going to be
fucked-up.


Chapter 6

 Francesca~

The drive to Morgan City had done nothing to help
put the past behind me. In fact, the drive over only fueled the
anger and resentment I thought I had conquered years
ago.

The first few months,
anger and righteousness had kept me warm at night. Sure, I missed
Phoenix terribly, but anger, hurt, and resentment had kept me from
reaching out to him. There was also the fact that I had been too
busy trying to build a new life. I had submerged myself in finding
jobs and a place to stay.

I had worked
many jobs those first two years, sometimes holding down four jobs at once. It helped to
keep me from starving or being homeless, but it also kept me from
being lonely. I barely had time to eat or sleep, so there was no
time to dwell in the heartbreak of leaving my family behind. I had
also lucked out and found an affordable apartment almost
immediately. It wasn’t much, but it had included utilities and that
was practically unheard of.

The third
year was when I got my job at
Brighton and met Robbie and Mona and everyone else. Robbie and I
had clicked immediately having guy names, but I became friendly
with almost everyone who worked at Brighton. No one knew my story,
not even Robbie, as I lied to everyone and told them I had dropped
out of college because I was no longer happy in life. I had given a
speech about how happiness was more important than money and I’d
rather be a waitress with real friends than a corporate rat
drowning in Wallstreet waters.

They
all bought it.

I sold
it so well, it was hard not to
believe it sometimes.

The past three
years have been spent going
through the motions. Sure, I had girls’ night and enjoyed my job
and friends, but the hole in my heart was always there. I missed my
brother, best friend, and lover. I had never contacted Phoenix or
Luca, but because Ciro was my brother, and we had lost our parents
the way we had at such a young age, I owed it to him to let him
know I was alive and well. So, after I had gotten a new phone and I
had texted him that it was me, over the years I had sent him random
texts, here and there, just to let him know I was fine. He never
pushed for conversation and his texts were always the
same.

One
word-Okay.

But
come to find out it was all
for nothing as Luca so casually informed me. The entire drive back
to Morgan City, he thought it necessary to inform me that they’ve
always known where I’ve been and what I’ve been doing. I wanted to
be pissed off and surprised, but, deep down, I wasn’t. They had let
me walk too easily and now I knew why.

I had
never really left.

By the
time we reached the hospital, I’d
reached my limit of Luca Benetti and was ready to see Massimo. My
plan had been to jump out of the car as soon as it came to a stop
in front of the hospital, but it didn’t work out that way. Luca
hadn’t pulled up to the front of the hospital. He had driven around
the back of the five-story building and had pulled into the
physicians’ entrance.

When I reached
for the door, Luca’s voice
stopped me. “Don’t you fucking dare.” I froze where I sat and
waiting like a good underling as Luca got out, rounded the car, and
opened the door for me. The entire time his eyes danced across the
parking garage, and he was on high alert, as always. It wasn’t
until I got out of the car that I noticed a handful of Benetti
sentinels scattered throughout the place. Seeing them again
hammered home that being in Morgan City was nowhere near being in
Cedar Creek.

Luca placed a
hand on the small of my back
and escorted me to the elevators, his eyes seeing everything, even
though he had guards everywhere. Luca was never off. He was always
on, and he’s always been that way. Even as children, Luca had
always been…aware.

Once we
entered the elevator, I asked
the one question I didn’t want to, but I needed to. “Will it be
just me and Massimo in there?”

Luca
pushed the button that led to
Massimo’s floor as he answered, “You have two hours of privacy with
him, Francesca. That’s what’s been allotted and deemed reasonably
safe.”

The elevator
jolted upwards, my heartbeat
increasing with each floor we passed. “Who all knows I’m
here?”

“Up until the
guards saw you downstairs just
now, only me, Ciro, and Phoenix knew you were coming,” he replied,
and I hated how he answered so casually. I hated how he could say
those two names like they meant nothing when, to me, they meant
everything.

I wanted to
ask him if they were here, but
Luca already knew I was asking that question when I asked if it was
going to be just me and Massimo in his room. So, the fact that he
hadn’t answered my underlying question kept me from asking him
outright.

When the
elevator came to a stop, my
heart almost did, too. I knew there was a possibility that Ciro and
Phoenix would be on the other side of these doors, and I wasn’t
sure I was ready for that. Seeing Ciro wouldn’t be nearly as hard
as seeing Phoenix, but it would still be an emotional punch to see
my brother after all these years.

When the doors
opened, I saw nothing but more Benetti sentinels, and I was momentarily relieved that I had
more time before facing Ciro and Phoenix.

As
Luca led me out of the elevator, I
realized how egotistical I was being. It’s been six years. Surely,
Phoenix wasn’t still pining over me. There’s no way he hasn’t moved
on to someone else. Men like my brother, Luca, and Phoenix weren’t
meant to suppress their masculinity. And there wasn’t a shortage of
women willing to do whatever it took to be with one, two, or all
three of them.

No one showed
any surprise as we walked
past, but then they shouldn’t. Benetti men were trained to always
be in control. If they were surprised to see us, they were doing
their best to hide it. Especially, in front of Luca. I also noticed
that the hallways were devoid of visitors and noise. This floor was
private and secluded.

We stopped in
front of room 1478, and I
reached for the door handle, but suddenly the reason that I was
here had hit me at full force. Massimo was dying, and I was here to
say goodbye. My hand froze and I had to steady myself before
walking into his room.

The world was going to weep with his passing.

Luca’s
breath tickled my ear as he
leaned down and said, “He’s waiting for you, Francesca.” His lips
touched the side of my head. “It’s going to be okay.”

I let out
a shaky breath but wrapped my
hand around the handle and pushed the door open. I walked inside
and was surprised that Luca hadn’t followed me. However, my
thoughts immediately shifted towards Massimo as I watched his head
turn to see who was visiting him.

His face lit up and I
felt worse than I already had. “Little Frankie Mancini,” he cooed.
“My beautiful, beautiful girl.” His arms opened and I ran into
them.

He didn’t care
that I was draped practically
across the hospital bed and neither did I. He didn’t care that I
almost knocked everything askew and neither did I. He didn’t care
that I was soaking his hospital gown with my tears and neither did
I.

All
that mattered was that I was
here, and I hadn’t been too late.

When I finally
pulled back, Massimo was all smiled and shiny eyes and I had to reach over and pluck some
tissue from his necessity tray. He chuckled as I cleaned myself up,
but he was kind enough to give me time to compose
myself.

Once I was
cleaned up, he asked, “How
have you been, Francesca?”

“Selfish,” I automatically
replied. “Completely selfish, Massimo.”

His head
fell to the side and his face
softened with my regret. “Don’t do that, dear. Don’t ever feel bad
for going out to live your life.”

I shook my
head. “I didn’t go out to live my life,” I corrected him. “I left because I was hurt and
pissed off at the guys. And in that rage, I let myself forget about
everyone else. I was so angry and so wrapped up in my own misery, I
forgot about everyone else who loved me.” My eyes teared up again.
“I’m so sorry, Massimo. I’m so sorry for not keeping in
touch.”

Massimo
reached out and patted my
knee. I was sitting on his bed, not eager to move at all. “Well,
why don’t you do this old man a favor and tell me all about what
you’ve up to? I’d rather hear about this new life you carved out
for yourself, Frankie, than listen to regret that doesn’t do
anybody any good.”

I
smiled because that was so
like Massimo. He forgave us all our mistakes. He always looked
towards the positive and did his best to steer us away from the
negative. “I’d like that,” I told him. “I’d like that a
lot.”

Massimo sat up straighter
and adjusted his hospital bed to accommodate the both of us. As
soon as I was nestled up against him, like a father comforting his
broken child, I started telling him everything. Even though I
didn’t tell him the details of what I saw that night at the
warehouse, I told him how I ran and how my life came to exist in
Cedar Creek. I told him about Robbie, Mona, and Brighton. I told
him how I had dropped out of college, but I was relatively happy
with my life. And the entire time, he just listened. He listened as
if he truly cared about my life; about me.

When
it was his turn, he told me all about
the kids he’s been helping these past few years, about how he made
the right choice to keep helping the kids of the neighborhood
versus chemo treatment. He told me his last day was going to be
filled with peace at knowing that he spent every day of his life
doing what he loved best, and that was loving us.

We went back
and forth with all the things
we needed to say to each other and all the new things we wanted to
learn about each other. He even told me about the elaborate funeral
Luca had planned for him. He said that, even though he might not be
able to see the funeral, his spirit will be able to feel it
wherever he may be. That had brought on another bout of tears that
he quickly soothed away.

Eventually, our
conversation led to the topic of Ciro, Phoenix, and Luca, and when
I told him that I really didn’t want to talk about them, he left me
with one piece of advice.

Holding me in
his arms, he said, “I’ve watched those young men turn into a force that strikes the fear of God
into everyone they come across, Frankie. I’ve watched the light die
out and darkness take over in each one of them. However, no matter
what they’ve done or how soulless they may seem, you are the only
thing that still makes them human. You, my dear girl, are the only
chance at redemption they have, because you are the only thing on
this earth that those three men care about.” His arms tightened
around me. “Don’t dismiss the power in that, Frankie. Treat it like
the fragile bomb is it. And recognize the magnitude of damage that
bomb can inflict.”

His words were cutting me
to the bone. He was quietly scolding me, and he wasn’t wrong. I
knew leaving them would hurt them, and that’s why I’d done it. I
had wanted them to hurt as much as they had hurt me, but I never
wanted to damage them.

“I still love
them all,” I confessed.
Phoenix
included.

“I know,
Frankie Girl,” he said,
squeezing me. “I know.”


Chapter 7

 Phoenix~

I didn’t partake in this scene often, but I was
feeling anxious and I found I didn’t care for that particular
feeling. It’s been years since I got butterflies or felt any sort
of nervousness, but I was feeling unsettled now, and I needed to
ease the tension somehow.

“Just like old times,
huh?” Ciro grinned as he meticulously set up his tray of
instruments, studiously ignoring the muffled screams echoing off
the walls.

“It does bring
back a certain feeling of
nostalgia,” I replied, taking a seat at the far end of the
basement.

“It’s like
being back in that warehouse,” he chuckled.

I
let out a sigh, leaned back,
and got comfortable. Well, as comfortable as anyone could get in
these goddamn metal chairs. “Who do we have here?” I asked, nodding
towards the poor sonofabitch tied to a chair just like mine. Only
mine was stationed comfortably outside the splatter zone. That poor
fuck’s chair was positioned and bolted right over the
drain.

Ciro smiled,
showing me all his teeth.
“This stupid bastard is Robert Miller,” he answered.

My brows shot
up in interest. “Robert Miller, huh?”

Ciro
turned back towards the man.
He smiled as he cocked his head. “Yep. Mr. Robert Miller of
Meredith.” Meredith was a small outlining town about a half hour
drive from Morgan City.

“Nice town,” I
commented.

“Yeah,” Ciro agreed.
“Not bad.”

I threw one
foot across my knee and got
situated to watch the show. “And how did Mr. Robert Miller…uh, find
his way to Morgan City?”

I
watched as Ciro grabbed a
handful of Robert Miller’s hair and yanked his head up, causing the
man to scream louder behind the handkerchief stuffed in his mouth.
“Last night’s delivery,” Ciro said, his voice taking on a dark
edge. “Did you hear about it?”

Of
course, I did. Ciro knew it,
too, so this line of questioning was for entertainment purposes
only. “Michael Morelli was caught trying to short the shipment,” I
replied.

“Yes. Young
Michael was caught trying to
steal a TEC-9. So, of course, he was questioned, and do you know
what we discovered?” You could almost hear the drumroll. I knew
Ciro had questioned the kid and had taken him to see Luca
afterwards. But Luca had given me the night off because he had
wanted me to get my shit together before he brought Frankie home,
so I wasn’t privy to the aftermath of Michael’s error in judgement.
“We found out that there were extenuating circumstances behind
young Michael’s attempted theft.”

“Really?”

Ciro finally let go of
Robert Miller’s hair, but instead of his head collapsing, his
frantic blue eyes were wildly trying to get my attention. The scent
of urine was strong, even from where I was sitting. “It seems that
our young Michael overheard his mother talking on the phone with
her new boyfriend, and in exchange for drugs and money, she made
the unfortunate decision to trade her daughter for
those…items.”

I could feel
my body tense, and now I knew
why Ciro had specifically mentioned the warehouse when he talked
about old times. I didn’t bother to hide the anger in my voice.
“And how old is the daughter?”

Ciro’s voice
was icy, and that was a bad
thing. Normally, Ciro was a hothead. He often erupted and it was
never pretty. But when he was so angry that he couldn’t even
express it, that was never a good thing for his victim. But then
calling Robert Miller a victim wasn’t entirely accurate. “Eight,”
he bit out. “Eight fucking years old, Ghost.”

I almost
snorted. Ciro rarely called me
Ghost. He was doing it now to emphasize for poor Robert Miller just
who exactly had him in their clutches. And it worked because Robert
Miller started thrashing about. Too bad for him, that chair was
solidly bolted to the floor.

I stood
up, smoothing out my slacks
and adjusting my cuff links as I strolled over to Ciro. Casual was
only permitted at home. We always wore suits or dress
clothing.

Always.

“Let
me guess,” I replied.
“Michael, overhearing this conversation, wanted to protect his
sister and snagging that gun at the last minute was a desperate
decision?”

“Ding, ding,
ding,” Ciro sing-songed. “Give
the man a prize.” Ciro went back to his tray of goodies. “Robert
was scheduled to go by and collect his…purchase tonight, and Michael wanted to be ready and waiting for him.”
Ciro smiled at me. “Guess what Robert found instead?”

I smirked.
“You?”

His
grin widened. “Me,” he
confirmed.

I picked up a
scalpel. “What happened with
the mother?”

The revulsion
on his face turned his
otherwise good looks wicked. “She’s been dealt with. And Michael
and his sister are now staying with their mother’s cousin where
they will be safe.”

I put the
scalpel down and picked up the
mallet. “That’s good,” I said conversationally. I glanced over at
the asshole tied to the chair. “And I take it Robert, here, swore
it was a misunderstanding.”

Ciro laughed.
“Yeah, but only after I kicked
his ass and secured him to the chair. Before that, he was telling
me shit was none of my business.”

I
tsk’ed. “Not good.”

“Oh,
well, then you’ll love this,”
Ciro added cheerfully. “He also told me I could suck his dick and
to go fuck myself.”

I
laughed.

I couldn’t help
it.

See, Ciro’s
claim to fame was a bit
unconventional. When someone was unfortunate enough to cross his
path, he didn’t order a group of guys to beat his latest toy into
submission. He didn’t knock the guy out and then tie him up. Nope.
Ciro abducted his prey and then gave the poor soul a chance to save
himself. Ciro meets with the guy, one-on-one, and if the guy can
beat Ciro, he lets them go. If he can’t, well…they end up in the
chair poor Richard Miller is currently sitting in.

Ciro
had his own code of honor and
it didn’t involve kicking a man when he was down. No. Ciro was a
man’s man, and he took down his prey fairly, but ruthlessly. In the
entire six years that we’ve been doing this, Ciro has never lost a
fight. It could be because he was trained in more than one fighting
discipline or because he was simply crazy, but whatever it was,
Ciro was unbeatable. Unfortunately for the women who’ve crossed his
path, they didn’t get that same chance to escape. Ciro wasn’t fond
of beating on women, so he usually just got down to business and
killed them if the job was a female. However, Luca was good at
leaving the women to the Benetti members who were able to stomach
that shit.

“Was
that before or after he knew
who you were?” I asked. “I mean, did the urine stain come before or
after you told him The Son had found him?”

“Before,” Ciro
confirmed. “Once he knew who I
was, well…I’m just grateful he didn’t shit himself.”

I
put the mallet down and examined an
ice pick. “That’ll come later,” I predicted because it always did.
I looked at Ciro. “No screaming?”

He shook his
head. “Nah, not this time. I got a bitch of a headache what with Frankie coming back.” And
here I thought I was the only one on pins and needles. “She’s
waited six years to cuss us out. I can’t imagine it’ll be
pretty.”

I didn’t want
to talk about Frankie just
yet. It was the whole reason I crashed Ciro’s party for two. I
wanted to get my mind off the unknown. I jerked my chin towards
Richard Miller. “What are you going to do first?”

Ciro turned to face
Richard, and we stood side-by-side studying the piece of shit who
was still pleading for his life behind the handkerchief. Ciro
cocked his head and those amber eyes of his, the ones that have
haunted me for six years because they were the same ones that
decorated Frankie’s face, narrowed a bit. “Well, since I’m not
trying to get information out of him and I’m crunched for time
because of Frankie, I’m thinking I might just start at the top and
work my way down.”

“Eyes first?”

Ciro
looked over at me. “You
think?” Again, this was all for show. Ciro didn’t need me to tell
him the quickest and most efficient way to kill someone. Ciro was
the professional torturer here, not me. I was just helping him
mentally torture Robert Miller.

I
shrugged a shoulder. “If
you’re pressed for time, blinding him will heighten his fear as he
won’t be able to see what’s coming next.”

“Too true,” he
commented as if he were in
deep thought.

I
made a show of glancing at my
watch. “You have good two hours before you have to shower and
change,” I told him.

“Just me?”
Ciro knew there was a reason I
crashed his party, and he knew the reason was Frankie. He also knew
I needed to work out my anxiousness before meeting up with
her.

“Okay.
Us,” I clarified.

Ciro
dropped on his haunches, so he
was face-to-face with Robert Miller. “Look at you, being all
special,” he taunted. “You got me and The
Holy Ghost, bud. And that doesn’t happen often.”

Robert Miller’s eyes were
the size of saucers. He started thrashing about again, but he had
to know it was futile at this point. No one ever escaped Ciro
Mancini. Besides, we’ve already mentioned Frankie’s name and the
fact that she was back. That, alone, signed his death warrant. We’d
never talk so freely about our family business if there was any
chance this guy would live to talk about it.

Ciro
reached behind him and I slapped the
ice pick in his hand. “So, I’m going to start by blinding you as
Ghost so helpfully suggested, and I’m going to work my way down.”
Robert Miller’s screams turned to pathetic whimpers. He knew he was
fucked. “However, it’s all going to end in a magnificent show of me
pulling your dick out, skinning it back and pouring salt all over
it, before chopping it up into little pieces.” Robert started
screaming again. “Since we’re here because of your dick, it only
seems appropriate that it gets to star in the grand
finale.”

“Have
you ever skinned a dick
before?” I asked out of curiosity.

“Nah,” Ciro replied. “But
how hard can it be?” He didn’t give me time to answer before the
ice pick was already logged into Robert Miller’s right eye. His
screams of pain were loud as fuck even though he was muzzled, but
blessedly they were loud enough to put all thoughts of Frankie on
hold.

We had two
hours with Robert Miller, and
I wasn’t about to waste a second of it.


Chapter 8

 Francesca~

I never imagined I’d feel this exhausted, but I
should have. Emotional reunions were always taxing and catching up
with Massimo had been extremely emotional. No matter what we talked
about, I couldn’t get past the pain in my heart that he would be
gone soon. I hurt for him, myself, all the neighborhood kids he’s
helped and all the neighborhood kids he’ll never get to
meet.

When I
exited his room, I expected the
guards, however, I hadn’t expected Luca. I figured he’d be off
doing whatever it was he did these days, and he’d have a ride
waiting for me. Instead, he stood up from a chair that had been
placed outside Massimo’s room. It hadn’t been there when we
arrived, so I imagine it had been placed there specifically for
Luca.

When I stopped
in front of him, he asked, “Are you okay?”

I shook my
head. “Not really,” I answered honestly. “I…I just can’t believe…” There were no words. I knew
it and Luca knew it.

His nod was
short and simple. “I know. We’re all still trying to come to terms with it,
Francesca.”

I let out a
deep breath and did my best to
regain some sense of composure. “Did you book me into a hotel, or
are you leaving that up to me?”

He
scowled. “What?”

“You said I
had to stay in town until Sunday,” I reminded him. “I figured you would have booked me a
hotel room or-”

“Francesca,
you are not staying in goddamn hotel room,” he bit out.

I
really didn’t want to stay
with Luca, but I also knew I didn’t have a choice if that’s what he
wanted. Plus, I was in the wrong here. I never should have
discarded Massimo so effectively when I left. If I should have kept
in contact with anyone, it should have been him. The way he stepped
in and had helped me and Ciro after our parents had died in that
car wreck was more than we’d been entitled to.

“Fine,” I
replied. “If you have a spare room-”

Luca shook his
head. “Francesca, you aren’t staying with me, either.”

So, I’ll
be staying with my brother. It
wasn’t ideal because I was still angry with him, but I figured we
could spend these next four days fighting it out until we could
find a middle ground.

Hopefully, we
didn’t kill each other
first.

“Luca-”

“Come
with me,” he instructed as he
grabbed my hand and led me down the corridor. I followed because I
didn’t know what else to do. I was doing my best to behave because
I didn’t want to cause drama for Massimo, but, also, because I
didn’t know this Luca. I knew what he
was capable of, because the rumors of The Holy Trinity had reached
Cedar Creek and beyond, but I didn’t know who I was or where I
stood with this new Luca.

When we
reached the waiting room
doorway, I saw Ciro standing in the middle of the room, his hands
in his pockets. My stomached dropped as I took in my grown brother.
He was no longer a young boy or young twenty-something; he was a
grown man at the age of thirty.

His style had
changed but not really. His
dark brown hair still lay haphazardly on top of his head, as if he
couldn’t be bothered to style it. His amber eyes still shown as
bright as the sun. However, his face no longer held any softness.
He was all hard angles and all man, like Luca.

The biggest
difference was the suit he was wearing. Ciro had always been a jeans and t-shirt kind of guy,
but now he was dressed to the nines in a suit that cost more than
most people’s rent. The suit didn’t hide his six-foot-one physique,
though. You could tell, even through the fabric of the suit, that
he was ripped all to hell. That’s another thing that’s changed.
While Ciro always took care of himself, his body now looked like a
weapon, and it probably was.

“Frankie,” he
whispered, and he looked
pained. He looked as if that one word was slicing him to
ribbons.

For one
moment, years of anger and
resentment faded to the background, and all I saw was my big
brother. The brother who never left me behind. The brother who
never dismissed me. The brother who always protected me. The
brother who raised me after our parents had died. The brother who
made sure I had eaten, had clothes, and had gotten an education.
The brother who was my only remaining blood relative.

The force of
how much I missed him hit me hard. Looking at him and noting all the changes in his
appearance, I was suddenly aching with all the things I missed out
on by leaving. By leaving, we had six years of empty memories of
each other, and that hurt. It hurt more than I ever thought I’d
realize.

My feet
carried me into the room, and they
didn’t stop until I was wrapped up in my brother’s arms. His
embrace felt like I was being squeezed by a vise, but I didn’t
mind. It felt good to be in his arms. While my reunion with Luca
had been cold and business-like, my reunion with my brother was
what it should be, all emotion.

“Ciro,” I
breathed into his neck. Being
only five-three to his six-one, I was on my toes as he crushed me,
and I still couldn’t meet his height.

“I missed you
so much, Frankie,” he mumbled into my hair. “So fucking much.”

“And
I’m still pissed at you,” I
choked out. “So fucking pissed at you.”

His
arms tightened around me even
more, if you could believe it, as he said, “I know you
are.”

I blinked the
tears threatening to escape away. Now wasn’t the time to hash out our differences. No matter
how much I wanted to rip into him, telling him everything I’ve kept
hidden all these years, I refused to cause a scene on Massimo’s
hospital floor. I could tear into Ciro tonight at his house
later.

His house.

Another pang
hit my chest as it occurred to me that I didn’t even know where my brother lived. Even
though the hurt and betrayal lay at his feet, the six years of
separation lay at mine.

I pulled back
and looked up at his handsome face. “Well, we have all
night to sort it out,” I told him.
“It’s been a long time coming, I think.” Of course, I hadn’t been
having any of those thoughts until I talked to Massimo this
evening, but I did know I couldn’t leave without making things
right with my brother. He was all I had. And even if he has
changed, he was still my brother.

His eyes
searched mine, and he looked
as if he wanted to say something but wasn’t sure. Then he glanced
over my shoulder and took a step back. “Uh, Frankie, you’re not
staying at my place,” he finally said.

“Then where am I
staying?”

“With
me.”

My
entire body froze. It’s been six
years, and though it’s been touched by age, I would still know that
voice anywhere.

Phoenix.

The pounding
in my chest was real, and the punch felt ten times stronger
than when I had seen my
brother. Maybe it had been naïve of me, but I really hadn’t
expected to see Phoenix. There was no need. Reconnecting with my
brother made sense. Having to see Phoenix didn’t. It’s been years.
Whatever he’s done, whoever he’s moved on with, there was no need
for us to see each other.

None.

And I knew every second
that I didn’t turn around screamed of cowardice, but I didn’t care.
These three were blindsiding me left and right, so if I needed a
few precious seconds to collect myself, then I was going to take
them.

And then his
words registered.

With me.

I
finally turned around and
immediately wished I hadn’t.

Phoenix Fiore
stood just inside the doorway
with Luca at his back, and he looked better than any man had the
right to.

Like Ciro
and Luca, gone was anything
that used to mark Phoenix as soft or young. Though he was two years
younger than Luca and Ciro, one wouldn’t be able to tell it.
Phoenix stood as tall as Luca at six-two and filled out just as
strongly. I used to always think that because we were the same age,
Phoenix and I were sheltered from the darkness that surrounded
Luca, but I was wrong. Darkness swirled around Phoenix like a wild
mist that couldn’t be contained.

He was wearing
a suit, much like Ciro’s and the one Luca had on,
but that was the only thing
gentlemanly about him. Phoenix stood tall with his hands in his
pockets and his chin up in a challenge. He was waiting for me to
defy him, but I was too busy taking in everything that was
difference about him and everything that was the same.

Phoenix had
the same dark brown hair but
gone was the curl at the ends. It was now kept short and neat.
Messy, but in that way most men aimed to style. His hazel eyes,
bright with thick lashes, were clear and sharp as he assessed me,
waiting for my reaction. They no longer looked like they crinkled
in joy. And like Ciro and Luca, his face was hard angles and
clean-shaven. I also knew that if he smiled at me right now,
dimples as deep as caverns would render me stupid. They accompanied
a smile full of straight white teeth, unless something has changed
about his smile in the past six years. And just like Luca and Ciro,
the suit Phoenix wore did nothing to hide what had to be a
magnificent body underneath.

Growing up,
Phoenix had never been a pretty boy, but once had puberty hit, and he saw what his cut,
muscular physique did to me, Phoenix had made it his mission the
make sure he always had a terrain of abs for me to run my tongue
over. He had always kept in shape, and I couldn’t imagine that’s
changed much. My stomach roiled with the quick, unpleasant thought
of which lucky woman was running her tongue over his abs
nowadays.

I quickly
shoved that thought aside
because I had no right to that answer. I was the one who walked
away from him. And I was the one who stayed away for six years.
Whatever or whoever Phoenix was doing was none of my
business.

Neither of us moved an
inch. We stayed planted where we were as I asked, “What do you
mean, with
you?”

His chin
inched up further. “Just what I said,” he replied coolly, his voice rough and enticing. “You’ll
be staying with me at my place.”

“Says
who?” I snapped, this time, my
chin up in challenge.

“Says me,” he tossed
back.

I could feel
my lip curl in a snarl. “Over my dead body,” I seethed. Where Ciro had been reasonable and knew we
needed to talk, he hadn’t issued any challenges. He hadn’t
demanded. Phoenix Fiore was out of his mind if he thought he could
demand anything of me after all this time, and after what he
did.

“Not a
problem,” he bit out, and I
couldn’t help the wave of tremors that shook my body as he stalked
towards me.

Holy shit.


Chapter 9

 Phoenix~

Frankie was more beautiful than any girl had the
right to be.

I mean,
she’d always been a beautiful
girl, but age and maturity had turned her into one stunning fucking
woman. Even after enduring a long day of working, driving, and the
emotional toll she went through with Massimo, Francesca Mancini was
still the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

Her dark brown
hair was pulled back in a french braid that left random wisps of strands dancing around
her face. Her dark brown brows were still arched to perfection
above those goddamn amber eyes of hers. They reminded me of a
lion’s mane, and they were just as bright. Frankie and her brother
were the only two people I’ve ever known who possessed that color
of eyes. They were also surrounded by long, dark lashes which made
them look like liquid gold whenever she cried. She had soft, rosy
cheekbones, a slim nose, and thick, juicy lips.
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