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UNHOLY FLAME

My name is Matteo Moretti, and I do my best work in silence. I’m the strategist, the ghost, the man behind the blood-soaked curtain. No one sees me coming—especially not my new wife, Alessia Falcone. She was meant to be forgettable. Soft. Simple. An easy win in a war already decided.

Quiet. Perceptive. Underestimated.

But Alessia watches everything. She sees me—truly sees me—without fear, without flinching. Her silence is not submission; it’s strategy. Her presence is not weakness; it’s power. And the closer she gets, the harder it is to keep the darkness in me from reaching for her light.

She thinks she’s walking beside a monster. She’s right.

But what neither of us saw coming is this: she’s the only one who could bring me to my knees.

And in the end, love might not save us. It might destroy us both.

Book 3 of 3 in the House of Brothers Series — a dark, obsessive mafia romance where the quietest hearts hold the deadliest truths, and redemption is just another kind of ruin.
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CHAPTER 1
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MATTEO P.O.V.

The clock on my desktop read 4:17 AM. It meant nothing. Time had dissolved into a smear of stale coffee, nicotine, and the low, incessant hum of computer fans. My office was a tomb littered with the evidence of my failure. Empty porcelain cups ringed the desk like skeletal sentinels. Printouts of shell corporations, encrypted transaction logs, and intercepted communications formed unstable mountains on every flat surface.

In the center of it all, taped across the entire length of the main wall, was my magnum opus of frustration. A network chart. Hundreds of names, locations, and dummy corporations connected by lines of black, red, and blue ink. At the periphery, our known world: the Moretti family, our assets, our soldiers. Lines snaked inward, tracking the attacks against us—a hijacked shipment here, a compromised account there, an informant turned up dead in the Tiber. Every line was supposed to lead to a center. To a name. A face.

But there was no center.

Every single thread I pulled, every lead I chased, ran for a few meticulous steps before simply vanishing. A frontman for a shell company would be a stolen identity from a dead man. The IP address for a hack would route through a dozen proxies before terminating at a public library in another hemisphere, the logs wiped clean. The money trail would weave through layers of cryptocurrency tumblers and offshore accounts so perfectly anonymized it was a work of art.

It wasn’t just good. It was flawless. It was surgically, inhumanly precise. This ghost, this phantom orchestrating thebleed of our operations, didn’t make mistakes.

My eyes burned from staring at the chart, tracing the same cold paths for the hundredth time. It wasn’t random. I could feel the intelligence behind it, the cold, calculating logic. It was a mirror. He knew our protocols because he moved just outside of them. He anticipated our response patterns because they were logical, and he was operating on a plane of logic I could understand but not yet match. He knew where we’d look, so he made sure there was nothing to find.

He thinks like me.

The thought wasn’t an observation; it was an accusation. It felt like a violation, like someone had cracked open my skull, studied the wiring, and designed a strategy based on its specific architecture. Our enemy wasn’t just a ghost; he was my echo. A distorted reflection moving in perfect opposition.

The rage that had been simmering for weeks, a low heat beneath the surface of my concentration, finally boiled over. My hand swept across the desk in a single, vicious arc. A stack of financial ledgers, thick and heavy, flew through the air. They hit the floor with a series of loud, slapping thuds, papers scattering like dead leaves. The sound was sharp, ugly, and deeply satisfying. It was a crack in the sterile quiet of my self-imposed prison. I stood there, chest heaving, listening to the echo of my own violence fade into the hum of the machines.

The door creaked open without a knock.

Nico stood in the doorway, a stark contrast to the sterile chaos of the room. He was all restless energy, smelling of night air, leather, and the faint, metallic scent of gunpowder that always seemed to cling to him. He was built for breaking things, for direct and brutal application of force. My office, a place of thought and data, felt instantly claustrophobic with him in it. His eyes took in the mess on the floor, a flicker of something—amusement, disdain—crossing his face before he looked at me.

“Anything?” His voice was impatient, gravelly. “Alessandro is getting tired of waiting for a name to put a bullet in.”

Alessandro. Our father. The Don. His name landed in the room like a stone, adding its weight to the pressure already crushing my chest. Nico was his fist. I was supposed to be his brain. And my brain was failing.

I turned back to the wall, away from my brother’s judgmental gaze. My voice came out clipped and cold, each word a shard of ice. “You can’t put a bullet in a ghost, Nico.” I gestured vaguely at the network chart, a monument to my impotence. “This isn’t a problem you can solve by breaking someone’s legs.”

Nico scoffed, a rough, dismissive sound that grated on my raw nerves. He leaned against the doorframe, crossing his arms over his thick chest. The posture was casual, but the energy coming off him was anything but. “Maybe you’re not breaking the right legs,” he countered. “We grab one of the couriers. One of the street-level guys who got paid by a ghost account. I put him in a room for an hour. He’ll invent a name if he has to.”

I finally turned to face him, my hands clenching into fists at my sides. “And what name will that be, Nico? Whatever name we feed him? He’ll tell you what you want to hear just so you’ll stop. We’ll waste men and resources chasing a fabrication, and while we’re on your little goose chase, the real enemy hits us again. He’s counting on that. He’s counting on us to be blunt, violent, and stupid. He’s counting on you.”

The insult hung in the air between us. Nico’s jaw tightened, a muscle jumping along his cheek. For a second, I thought he might cross the room, that his brute force approach might find a target in me. But he just pushed himself off the doorframe.

“This way... your way... it’s too slow, Matteo,” he said, his voice low and dangerous. “Father wants a body. He wants a message sent. All your papers and your charts haven’t given us that. They’ve given us nothing.”

He didn’t need to say more. The message was clear. My methods were on trial, and the jury was impatient. They saw my process as a weakness, a delay that was costing them money and face. They wanted a street war, a clear enemy to fight. I was trying to unmask a phantom, and they were losing their nerve.

“Get out, Nico,” I said, my voice flat.

He held my gaze for a beat longer, then gave a short, sharp nod and left, pulling the door shut behind him with a decisive click. The silence he left behind was heavier than before, thick with his disapproval and the weight of my father’s expectations. They wanted a target. A body. Proof that we were fighting back. All I had was a wall of dead ends and the suffocating certainty that our enemy was smarter than all of us.

For a long time after Nico left, I just stood in the middle of the room, listening to my own breathing. The anger was gone, burned out and replaced by a cold, hollow feeling. Nico’s words echoed in my head. He’s counting on us to be blunt, violent, and stupid.

He was right. Our enemy was exploiting our nature. He knew the Moretti family solved problems with fear and violence. He had created a problem that was immune to both. So what was the answer? Not to be less like myself, but to be more so. To dive deeper into the logic, to find a pattern where none existed.

I knelt and began methodically gathering the files from the floor, stacking them neatly back on the corner of the desk. The physical act of restoring order helped, a small ritual to cage the chaos in my mind. I sat down, pulled the keyboard closer, and closed my eyes for a moment. Don’t look for the connections, I told myself. Look for the spaces between them. Look for the shadows.

I opened a new set of data streams on my central monitor. Instead of chasing the money or the aliases, I started looking at the timing. I built a new timeline, marking each significant enemy action with a red flag: the date our container shipment from Naples was intercepted, the day a key political contact suddenly went silent, the hour a rival family’s enforcer was assassinated in a way that pointed back to us.

Then, I started overlaying a different kind of data. Public records. Boring, mundane, plentiful data that no one would ever think to protect. City maintenance schedules. Power grid outputs. Traffic light control system logs. Public transit records. A calendar of political rallies and street closures.

For hours, I cross-referenced, my fingers flying across the keyboard. It was painstaking, soul-crushing work. I was drowning in a sea of meaningless information. Nothing. Nothing. And then... something.

It was so small I almost missed it. Twelve hours before our Naples shipment disappeared from the port, the database for the port authority’s crane maintenance schedule was accessed by an unauthorized remote IP. The intrusion lasted less than two seconds. The logs showed it as a system glitch.

My heart rate quickened. A coincidence. It had to be.

I pulled up the date of the political contact going silent. Eight hours prior, there was a tiny, anomalous data packet sent to the city’s central surveillance camera network. It wasn’t a hack, not really. It was more like a query, a whisper of a request that rerouted a single camera overlooking a specific intersection for ninety seconds. The official record logged it as a momentary signal loss due to atmospheric interference.

My breath caught in my throat. I moved faster, my mind racing ahead of my fingers. The assassination of the rival enforcer. Six hours before he was shot, the municipal database for the Rome water and sewer system registered a manual override on a water main valve two blocks from the kill site. The override lasted five minutes, just long enough to divert pressure and cause a temporary sinkhole that would have subtly altered traffic patterns, forcing the target’s car down a predetermined, inescapable route.

One by one, I found them. A series of tiny, untraceable digital footprints. Minor hacks on city infrastructure databases. A "glitch" in the power grid. A "faulty" traffic sensor. Always hours before one of their major moves. They were preparatory steps. Reconnaissance. Setting the stage.

He wasn't just a ghost. He had access. He wasn't just hiding from our world; he was using the public world, the invisible scaffolding of the city itself, as his weapon. This wasn’t a lead. It was a terrifying revelation. He hadn't just built a maze to hide in; he had the master keys to the entire city. It was a whisper, but it was the first sound my ghost had ever made. A chill went down my spine that had nothing to do with the air conditioning. This was bigger than I thought. Infinitely bigger.

I was so lost in the glow of the screen, in the cascading lines of code and data, that the world outside had ceased to exist. I didn’t hear the door open again, didn’t register the soft footsteps on the rug. The first sign of another presence was the gentle clink of ceramic on wood.

I flinched, a violent, full-body jerk, my head snapping up.

Alessia stood beside my desk, her hand just pulling back from a fresh cup of steaming tea she’d placed near my keyboard. Her eyes weren’t on the cup; they were on my face. She took in the wild look in my eyes, the exhaustion etched into my features. Then her gaze drifted to the floor, to the few stray papers I’d missed near the wall, a silent acknowledgment of my earlier outburst. Her expression held no judgment, only a quiet, deep, and knowing worry that I found profoundly unsettling. It was like she could see right through the cold, controlled façade to the frayed wires underneath. I felt exposed. Raw.

The wall had to go back up. Now. My world, this world of violence and shadows and digital ghosts flickering on a screen, was poison. She had to stay separate from it. Safe. Untouched.

“I’m busy,” I said.

The words were deliberate, sharpened to a point. I made my voice cold, distant. An explicit dismissal. I didn’t look at her, forcing my attention back to the monitor, to the patterns of light that felt safer than the understanding in her eyes.

Out of the corner of my vision, I saw her react. She didn’t flinch, didn’t argue. There was no attempt to soothe me, no “don’t do that” or placating gesture. She just accepted it. Her shoulders fell just a fraction, and she gave a small, almost imperceptible nod. Then, she turned and retreated from the room, as silent as she had entered. The lock clicked softly as the door closed behind her.

I stayed frozen for a moment, staring at the screen but seeing nothing. The warmth from the teacup radiated into the cold air of the office. I watched her go, a fleeting silhouette in the reflection of the dark monitor. My mind was already diving back into the abyss of data, chasing the echo, but a small, heavy part of me registered the profound, suffocating loneliness of the fortress I had built. I told myself it was to protect her. And as I reached for the tea, its warmth a small, foreign comfort in my cold world, I almost believed it.
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ALESSIA P.O.V.

The spoon made a quiet, circular scrape against the bottom of the porcelain teacup. One rotation. Two. Three. The pale amber liquid swirled, a tiny vortex in my hands. It was the only sound I was making, the only movement I could control in a room vibrating with noise.

“—and then he has the audacity,” Isabella’s voice sliced through the morning air, sharp and indignant, “the absolute balls, to tell me I’m being emotional. Emotional! After he lost my favorite goddamn earrings. I told him, Nico, you think this face gets emotional over jewelry? This face gets emotional when my husband is a careless, deaf-as-a-post idiot who wouldn’t know a real teardrop from a crocodile’s.”

She punctuated the statement with a hard slap of her palm on the heavy oak of the breakfast table. The silverware jumped. Seraphina, ever the placid mediator, didn’t even flinch. She just took a delicate bite of her melon, chewing thoughtfully before she spoke.

“Did you check the pocket of the black jacket you wore to the club?”

Isabella’s mouth opened, then closed. Her fury deflated into a petulant scowl. “That’s not the point, Sera. The point is his attitude.”

I kept stirring my tea. The water was cooling. I hadn't taken a sip.

My sisters’ worlds were so loud. Their love, their anger—it was all performance. Grand, operatic arguments that ended with slammed doors and even louder fucking. Their conflicts were storms, cathartic and open. They raged and then the sun came out. My world had no sound. My war was silent. It was fought in the space between heartbeats, in the things left unsaid, in the careful study of a man who was becoming a stranger in his own skin.

I was a ghost at this table, a pale outline of a wife. They saw my stillness and assumed it was emptiness. They were wrong. It was focus. Every part of me was coiled tight, my senses tuned not to the drama in the room, but to the yawning emptiness of the doorway. Waiting.

My war was watching my husband slowly disappear into his own shadows.

Then, he was there.

Matteo filled the doorway, a presence that sucked the air out of the room. The chatter didn't so much stop as it did curdle. Isabella’s righteous anger, Seraphina’s calm—it all withered under the sheer weight of him.

He looked like shit.

That was the first, blunt thought that hit me. It wasn't just tired. It was a deep, soul-level exhaustion, the kind that digs trenches under the eyes and carves new, hard lines around the mouth. His jaw was a knot of tension, his dark hair was slightly disordered, as if he’d been dragging his hands through it all night. He wore a simple black t-shirt that stretched across the hard planes of his chest and shoulders, and grey sweatpants. Casual, but on him, it looked like armor he’d slept in.

He didn’t greet anyone. His eyes, dark and haunted, swept the room without seeing us. They were fixed on a point somewhere in the middle distance, a place only he could see. A place where his ghost lived.

Isabella, for once, seemed to find the sense to shut her mouth. Seraphina placed her fork down with quiet precision. I stopped stirring my tea. The spoon came to a rest against the side of the cup.

He went straight to the industrial-grade coffee machine on the sideboard, a monstrosity of polished chrome and black plastic that was always humming, always ready. He moved with a stiff, deliberate economy, his body tight with a control that was just shy of breaking. He pulled a thick ceramic mug from the cabinet, his movements jerky.

I watched.

This was my part to play. Not the wife, not the sister-in-law. The watcher. I saw the things they missed because they were too busy looking at the monster and fearing his roar. I saw the man inside the monster, and I feared for him.

I saw the tremor.

It was tiny. Almost imperceptible. But as he reached for the glass pot of black coffee, his hand shook. It was a fine, high-frequency vibration, the kind that comes from too much adrenaline or not enough sleep. Or both. He compensated for it instantly, gripping the handle tighter, his knuckles turning white with the effort. He poured the steaming liquid into his mug, his focus absolute, as if the simple task required all of his concentration. Not a drop was spilled. To anyone else, he was just a man getting coffee. To me, it was a crack in the facade. A hairline fracture in the cold, perfect marble he presented to the world.

He leaned a hand against the counter, his back to us, and lifted the mug to his lips. He drank it black and scalding. I watched the muscles in his back bunch and release as he swallowed. After a long moment, he lowered the mug and rubbed the back of his neck with his free hand, a gesture of profound weariness. He thought no one was looking. He was wrong. I was always looking.

He didn't sleep again. The thought was a sharp, painful ache under my ribs. The ghost is haunting him.

The ghost. That was my name for it. The new, silent war he was fighting. It had started weeks ago, a subtle shift in the current of our lives. He grew quieter, more distant. The nights became his enemy. I’d wake at three in the morning to find his side of the bed cold, the indentation of his head on the pillow the only sign he’d been there at all. I’d find him in his office, the one he’d locked me out of last night, surrounded by files and maps, staring at nothing, a feral stillness in his posture.

Last night, I had brought him tea, a peace offering. An anchor. I’m here. He hadn’t even looked at me when he’d spoken, his voice flat and dead. "Go to bed, Alessia." It was a command, a dismissal, and a wall of ice erected between us. I knew, even then, that it wasn't about me. It was about the ghost. He was trying to keep it from touching me.

He turned from the coffee machine, his empty eyes finally landing on the room at large. They passed over Isabella and Seraphina, then me. For a split second, something flickered in their depths. Acknowledgment? Regret? I couldn’t be sure. It was gone before I could catch it. He didn’t say a word. He just walked out of the room, his heavy footsteps echoing on the marble floor until they were swallowed by the silence of the rest of the house.

The tension broke. Isabella let out a breath she’d clearly been holding.

“Jesus Christ,” she muttered, picking up her fork again, but her appetite for conflict was gone. “What’s with him?”

Seraphina just shook her head slowly, her gaze following the path he’d taken. “He’s worried about something.”

Worried wasn’t the word. Worried was what you were when a shipment was late. Worried was what you were when your sister lost her earrings. This was something else. This was a man being consumed from the inside out.

My eyes drifted toward the large, plate-glass window that looked out over the manicured lawns of the compound. The bright morning sun glinted off the dew, making everything look clean and peaceful. It was a lie. Nothing here was peaceful. The manicured perfection was just a cage. A beautiful, sprawling cage.

As I stared, the sunlight hit the polished floor in a certain way, a bright, hard-edged glare that momentarily blinded me. And just like that, I wasn’t in the breakfast room anymore.

The memory was uninvited, a sudden, sharp intrusion. It came back not as a thought, but as a sensation—the feel of cool, damp air on my face, the rumble of distant traffic, the acrid smell of dust and churned earth.

Isabella’s wedding day. Chaos. After she’d made her dramatic escape from the penthouse, jumping from the balcony into the back of a truck, the entire Moretti compound had erupted. Shouting men, ringing phones, slamming doors. My head had been pounding, the noise a physical assault. My husband, my new husband then, had been a whirlwind of cold fury, issuing orders, his voice a weapon.

I couldn’t breathe.

While everyone was distracted, while guards were being mobilized and the family was locked in a state of furious panic, I had slipped out a side door near the kitchens. No one saw me. I was good at not being seen. I just needed a moment. Just a lungful of air that wasn't thick with rage and confinement.

I’d walked along the perimeter wall, keeping to the shadows, my heart hammering against my ribs. I made it to the edge of the property, where a chain-link fence separated Moretti land from the city. Beyond it was the street, and across from that, the massive construction site that abutted the side of the Moretti tower—the very place Isabella had jumped from. The air was filled with the noise of the city, machinery, horns, a siren in the distance. It was the sound of a world that wasn't mine, and for a second, it felt like freedom.

That’s when I saw him.

He was standing near the edge of the construction site, just on the other side of the fence. He wore a high-visibility yellow vest over a plain blue work shirt and jeans, a white hard hat on his head. He looked, at a glance, like a city surveyor or a foreman. But I watched. And he wasn’t doing anything.

Real construction workers moved with purpose. They pointed, they yelled, they consulted blueprints, they operated machinery. This man was perfectly still. He held no tools, no plans. His posture was wrong. It wasn’t the relaxed stance of a man on a break or the busy posture of a man at work. It was the alert stillness of a predator. A soldier.

He was staring at the Moretti building. Not at the construction site, not at the street. His focus was entirely on the tower, his gaze analytical, unblinking. He stood there for what felt like an eternity, an island of unnatural calm in the city's chaotic flow.

Then I saw him do it. He lifted a hand, almost casually, to his chest. His fingers touched the lapel of his vest, and his lips moved. He was speaking. Quietly, his words completely lost in the cacophony of the city. He wasn't talking to himself. His head was cocked slightly, as if listening to an earpiece I couldn't see. He was speaking into a microphone hidden in his clothes.

The surveyor’s uniform was a costume. He was watching us. Reporting on us.

At the time, it was just... strange. A bizarre detail in a day full of them. In a world of armed guards and bulletproof cars, a man in a vest looking at our building was just another piece of the weird, dangerous puzzle I had married into. Terrified of being discovered outside the walls, I’d scurried back inside, the image of him a strange, unsettling footnote to the day's drama. I’d buried it. It wasn’t my business. My business was to be quiet, to be still, to not cause problems.

A clatter of ceramic on saucer jolted me back to the present. Isabella was pushing her chair back.

“Well, I’m going to go find my idiot husband and my damn earrings.” She said it with her old fire, but her eyes darted nervously toward the door where Matteo had disappeared. Even she felt it. The cold dread he’d left in his wake.

Seraphina got up too, gathering her plate and Isabella’s. “I will see you later, Alessia.”

I gave a small nod, my throat too tight to speak. They left, their quiet footsteps a retreat.

I was alone. The silence in the vast room was suddenly immense, heavier than the noise had been. My gaze fell back to my teacup. The tea was cold now. Forgotten.

Matteo’s voice from last night echoed in my head, a cold, flat loop. “Go to bed, Alessia.”

He was trying to push me away from the ghost. To lock me in the safe, quiet parts of the house while he went into the dark to fight it. He thought I was fragile. He thought I saw nothing. He thought ignorance was a shield he could give me.

But the memory of the man in the surveyor’s vest felt different now. It was no longer a strange, filed-away detail. Connected to Matteo’s haunted eyes, to the tremor in his hand, to the sleepless nights—it felt heavy. It felt like a lit fuse.

The ghost Matteo was hunting... it wasn’t a ghost at all, was it? It had a face. It wore a uniform. It watched our home. And my husband knew.

The horrifying thought bloomed in the silence of my mind: Could they be connected? The man watching the tower on the day of Isabella’s escape, and the new, unseen enemy that was slowly killing my husband?

The thought was a jolt of pure ice in my veins. My breath caught. My hand, resting on the table, began to tremble, mirroring the very tremor I had seen in Matteo’s. I curled my fingers into a fist, digging my nails into my palm to make it stop.

Who could I tell?

The question was a dead end before it even formed. Tell Matteo? Tell him I’d seen a man weeks ago? He’d want to know where. How. I’d have to confess I’d broken the most fundamental rule: I’d slipped outside the compound walls, alone, during a crisis. I’d have to explain that while his world was exploding, I had been standing at the edge of his property, watching the watchers.

It would mean admitting I wasn't the docile, oblivious creature he thought I was. It would mean admitting I saw things. It would drag me out of the shadows and into the center of the war he was so desperate to keep me from. I would no longer be a ghost at the table; I would be a piece on the board. A liability. A target.

My heart was pounding now, a frantic, trapped bird beating against my ribs. I stared down into the murky depths of my cold tea, the distorted reflection of my own face looking back at me, wide-eyed and terrified.

I was the watcher. The silent observer in the corner of the room. I saw the cracks in the armor, the fear behind the rage, the exhaustion in the violence. I saw everything. And now I had seen something I shouldn't have.

The secret wasn't a thought anymore. It was a physical thing. A cold, heavy stone sitting in the pit of my stomach. And it was mine to carry. Alone.
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CHAPTER 3
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MATTEO P.O.V.

The air in my office was a stale cocktail of recycled oxygen, cold coffee, and the dry, papery scent of failure. Three days. Three days of this self-imposed exile, surrounded by the ghosts of dead ends. My desk was a battlefield littered with the casualties of my investigation: empty ceramic cups stained with the dregs of bitter espresso, overflowing ashtrays, and stacks of financial printouts that had become meaningless hieroglyphs. The only light came from the unforgiving glow of my four monitors and the single desklamp that cast long, skeletal shadows across the room.

Taped across the entire length of the far wall was the real monument to my impotence. A network chart, a sprawling spiderweb of names, shell corporations, and wire transfers. Lines drawn in red marker connected known associates of rival families, while lines in black connected our own assets. But at the center of it all was a void. A gaping, perfect hole. Every line I tried to draw toward the architect of our recent troubles—the disruption of our shipping routes, the seizure of a key warehouse, the surgical removal of two of our top earners—led to a dead end. A shell company that dissolved a day after its use. A burner phone that went silent. An enforcer who was a ghost himself, with no records, no history, nothing.

Every trail was immaculate. Every loose end was not just tied, but cauterized. There were no mistakes. There were no breadcrumbs. There was only a professional, maddening silence. It was perfect. Too perfect.

My eyes burned from staring at the chart, trying to force a connection that wasn’t there. This wasn’t some back-alley thug who got lucky. This was a mind at work. A mind that moved with a chilling, analytical precision that felt unnervingly familiar. He didn't just counter our moves; he anticipated them. He knew our protocols, our safehouses, our lines of communication. He knew which businesses were legitimate fronts and which were hollow shells. He knew how we thought.

He thinks like me.

The thought wasn't born of arrogance but of a cold, horrifying recognition. It was like staring into a distorted mirror. He used logic, not just muscle. He preferred data over intimidation. He exploited systemic weaknesses, not just individuals. This wasn’t a gang war. It was a chess match, and I was being outplayed by someone who had stolen my rulebook. The violation was profound, intimate. It wasn't just my family's business he was attacking; he was inside my head. The ghost wasn't just an enemy. He was an echo.

A low growl of pure frustration built in my chest, a hot, acidic pressure behind my ribs. My fists clenched on the arms of my chair, the leather creaking in protest. My gaze fell on a stack of files I’d already reviewed a dozen times—shipping manifests, bank statements, personnel records. Useless. All of it useless.

The pressure needed a release valve. In one sharp, violent motion, I swung my arm across the desk. The files flew, a chaotic explosion of paper. They slapped against the wall and fluttered to the floor in a messy heap. The sound was loud in the silence, a satisfying crash that echoed the fracturing of my composure. For a second, there was a hollow calm. Then, looking at the mess, the frustration returned, tenfold. It had solved nothing.

The door to my office clicked open without a knock.

Nico stood there, framed in the doorway, bringing the noise and smell of the rest of the house with him. He was all restless energy, his shoulders tight under his tailored jacket, his knuckles white as he gripped his phone. He radiated a barely contained violence that felt like a physical force, an invading army in the sterile, controlled environment of my office. He took in the papers on the floor, his lip curling in a faint sneer of amusement.

“Cleaning house?” he asked, his voice laced with the impatience that was his defining characteristic. He didn't wait for an answer, his eyes scanning the network chart on the wall with disdain. “Anything? Alessandro is getting tired of waiting for a name to put a bullet in.”

My jaw tightened. I didn’t turn to face him, keeping my eyes fixed on the monitors. His presence was a grating intrusion, a reminder of the chasm between my methods and my family’s expectations. They wanted a target, a piece of meat to punish. They didn’t understand that the enemy wasn’t a person you could find in a bar or drag out of his home.

“You can’t put a bullet in a ghost, Nico,” I said, my voice clipped and cold, each word a carefully shaped piece of ice. “This isn’t a problem you can solve by breaking someone’s legs.”

Nico scoffed, a rough, dismissive sound. He pushed off the doorframe and took a few steps into the room, his expensive shoes crunching on a stray piece of paper. “Maybe you’re not breaking the right legs. You sit in this room with your charts and your numbers for days. Out there, on the street, people talk when you make them. Give me a name. Any name. I’ll get you your ghost.”

I finally turned my head, my gaze locking with his. The fundamental difference between us was laid bare in that look. He saw the world as a collection of locks that could be broken with a heavy enough hammer. He saw my process, my insistence on analysis and strategy, as a weakness. A delay. In his world, action—any action—was better than none. He couldn't comprehend a war fought with information.

He thinks I’m weak. The thought was a familiar one. My father, Alessandro, the Don, valued strength above all else. Nico was his perfect soldier: loyal, ruthless, and uncomplicated. I was the strange one, the son who preferred ledgers to lead pipes. My value was conditional, measured only by results. And right now, I had none. Nico’s impatience was a direct reflection of our father’s. The pressure that had been a dull weight in my gut sharpened to a point.

“There is no name,” I said, turning back to my screens, a clear dismissal. “Your methods are useless here. You would be swinging a sledgehammer in the dark, hitting nothing but our own walls. Get out.”

I could feel his glare on the back of my neck. He was a coiled spring of aggression, and my cold rejection was a direct challenge to his view of the world. For a moment, I thought he might push it, might throw a chair or punch a wall just to feel something break. But instead, he just grunted.

“Fine. Drown in your fucking paper,” he muttered. “But when Alessandro decides he’s waited long enough, don’t expect your numbers to protect you.”

The door slammed shut behind him, the sound vibrating through the floor. The silence that rushed back in was heavier than before, thick with his lingering contempt and the amplified weight of my own failure. He was right about one thing. My father’s patience was not infinite.

I pushed myself away from the desk and walked over to the mess of files on the floor. I crouched, gathering them mechanically, my mind racing. Nico’s approach was idiotic, but his frustration was a symptom of the larger problem. I was looking at it wrong. I was so focused on finding the direct connections, the trails leading from A to B, that I had ignored everything else. This ghost, this echo of my own methods, was defined by his precision. His greatest strength was his ability to leave no trace.

What if the clue wasn't in what he did, but in what he avoided?

I went back to the desk, shoving the rescued files into a haphazard stack. My focus shifted. I wasn't looking for connections between our enemies anymore. I started looking for the absence of connections. I was searching for the negative space, the shadows between events.

I opened a new set of databases on my third monitor. Public records. City infrastructure reports. Municipal maintenance schedules, political fundraisers, traffic light service logs, permits for road work. The mundane, bureaucratic noise of the city. On the fourth monitor, I built a precise timeline of our enemy’s moves: the date and time a container shipment went missing from the port, the hour a key meeting was ambushed, the exact minute a wire transfer was intercepted.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
2R





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





