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        To immigrants everywhere.

        May your courage and resilience be met with respect and opportunity.
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      I chose not to italicize the Italian words and phrases throughout this book. I wanted the characters’ speech to flow seamlessly between American English and Italian given they are first-generation Italian Americans. In addition to Italian, I used Italian-American slang to lend authenticity to the regional Italian American experience. Any mistakes in the application of Italian or Italian-American slang are entirely my own, but the sins were committed despite my best intentions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        To hell, allegiance! vows, to the blackest devil!

        Conscience and grace, to the profoundest pit!

        I dare damnation:—to this point I stand,—

        That both the worlds I give to negligence,

        Let come what comes; only I’ll be reveng’d

      
        Most thoroughly for my father.

        Hamlet, 4.5.149-154

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          Luca

        

      

    

    
      48 Hours Later

      The tip of my cane struck a ridge in the uneven cobblestones and threw me off balance. With a pop and a grind, my right knee buckled, and I stumbled forward. I caught myself on the staircase handrail but landed awkwardly on the unforgiving concrete.

      Stabbing pain shot up my legs. The dull ache in my head morphed into a steady throb that pulsed in time with the beat of my racing heart.

      I squeezed the handrail. The cold, familiar iron steadied me and reminded me where I was—home.

      My body was weak despite having drained two Sources; weeks of torture without food or water or blood will do that. Dreading the climb ahead, I pressed into the cane and forced myself upright.

      The stairs led to a mahogany door. It looked the same as it had any of the countless times I’d stood at the bottom of those steps throughout my life. Back when the DeVitas and Morettis were one big happy family.

      So much had changed, but not that door.

      The stairs inflicted fresh punishment one excruciating step at a time, each movement a sharp reminder of the torture I’d endured. And deserved. But that hell was nothing compared to the pain of a life stolen, a child abandoned, and a crime left unavenged. My suffering was nothing compared to the pain I’d inflict on the family who murdered my father.

      Panting from exertion, I needed a moment to catch my breath. I pressed my hand into a long crack I’d put in the door when I was a teenager and had gotten into it with Marco for the first time. He never patched the aged wood, and the crack stared back at me with unmasked reproach. It was wider now than when I’d slammed the door in a fit of rage and split the wood. Twenty-five years and weather and neglect had deepened the untreated wound. Was it possible to fix such a rift now?

      I moved my fingers from the crack to the doorbell, and the silence after the ring twisted my empty insides. The deadbolt clicked, and the door swung open.

      Mamma Gina’s hand flew to her mouth. The other gripped the doorknob like she needed an anchor. “Luca,” she whispered and reached for my cheek with shaking fingers. “Il mio dolce ragazzo.” Her bottom lip trembled, and tears spilled down her cheeks.

      “Mamma Gina.”

      She stepped back, and I hobbled into my childhood home. I bent to hug her, desperate for her safety and comfort. She took my face between her hands, kissed my cheeks and forehead, and wrapped her arms around me, holding me close. She rocked us back and forth like she used to when I was little, muttering, “Il mio Luca,” and “Il mio ragazzo,” between more frantic kisses. I squeezed her tight.

      She clasped my shoulders and held me at arm’s length, examining my face. “Il mio povero, dolce ragazzo. Cosa ti hanno fatto?” She ran her fingers over two-and-a-half-weeks’ worth of unkempt stubble and the edge of the bandage covering my right eye.

      “Nothing I didn’t deserve.” My voice cracked over the truth.

      The grandfather clock standing guard over the living room announced the first toll in its midday warning. It cut through the silence, and with each chime, the relief and worry in Gina’s face transformed into hurt and anger.

      “Dannazione!” The curse resounded over the final bell of the old clock, and she slapped me across the face hard enough to let me know she meant it. Her lips pinched, and her breath heaved in her chest. Red specks appeared in her deep brown irises.

      Tears welled in my eyes—from the sting of her hand across my face or the sting of the pain I saw in hers, I couldn’t be sure.

      The red glow of her eyes dimmed, and her breathing slowed. She took me back into her arms and kissed my cheeks. “Andrà tutto bene. Sei a casa, adesso. Everything will be okay,” she murmured.

      Was she trying to convince me or herself?

      She pulled back and gripped my biceps. “You’re so thin.”

      I nodded.

      When Vinnie’d asked where I wanted his driver to take me, I hadn’t hesitated. “Gina.” But standing there, I didn’t know what to say. I’d hurt her. I’d hurt Marco. Nothing I said would change those simple facts, and nothing she said would change the reasons I’d done it.

      “Va bene,” she said and patted my arms. She helped me out of my jacket and hung it by the door. She came to the side opposite my cane, slung my arm across her shoulders, and held my hand. “Andiamo.”

      At six-four, I towered over her, but I’d lost so much weight, when I leaned on her for support, she held me up.

      “Easy,” she said and wrapped her arm around my waist.

      She led me into the kitchen, and with a grunt and a wince, I lowered myself onto a chair and set my cane down.

      “Did you feed?” she asked.

      “Yesterday. Twice.”

      “And before that?”

      I gritted my teeth. She didn’t need to know that I’d been blood-starved for weeks. Without a Source to replenish my blood’s power, my body turned on itself for nourishment. Each round of Vinnie’s torture took longer to heal from than the last. Only to have him destroy my body again. She didn’t need to know he’d taken me to the brink of immortal death before ending my ordeal.

      “When was the last time you ate?” she asked.

      “Not since they took me.”

      The refrigerator door opened and closed. Dishes rattled. A cork popped followed by the splash of wine against crystal. I shifted my weight, and the old chair creaked. The sounds of home. They transported me back in time, and the tightness in my chest eclipsed the ache in my head and knees. The onslaught of memories hit like a battering ram, and I flattened my palms against the polished wood of the kitchen table for stability.

      “Antonio, get the phonebook for Luca.”

      “Nooo, Nonna!” I whined. I tapped Papà’s arm. “Papà! Tell her! Tell her I don’t need it anymore. I’m six!”

      “You heard him, Mamma.” Papà looked at me and winked. “He’s too grown-up to sit on the phonebook now.”

      Zio Marco stood behind me and started messing up my face, smooshing it under his hands.

      “Stop it, Zio!” I squirmed in my chair and swatted his arms. I didn’t really mind; he always did that just to mess with me. Zio Marco was the best.

      He grabbed my shoulders and squeezed. “Our boy is all grown-up, Mamma. He can sit at the table like the rest of us. Right on his chair.”

      Zio Marco stared down at me, a proud smile on his face.

      I rubbed my sternum. The emptiness in my heart was as deep and profound as the emptiness in my stomach. All that was left was pain.

      Gina handed me a glass of red wine and sat down at the head of the table, her mouth stern.

      The strong red immediately went to work. Warmth spread across my chest and down my limbs, and for a moment, I thought it might be possible to breathe again.

      She leaned forward and folded her hands on the table in front of her. “The weight will come back in time. You’ll stay here in your old room until you’re healed.”

      I watched her over the rim of the glass, skeptical and wary.

      “Marco leaves for Italy tomorrow,” she said. “He and Anna stopped by this morning to say goodbye.”

      I opened my mouth to protest.

      “It’s not open for discussion.” When Mamma Gina used that tone, when she gave you that look, you didn’t argue.

      Truth was, I didn’t want to go back to my house in Saugus. Not yet. My eye hadn’t fully regenerated, and its absence gave me blinding headaches. My knees hadn’t completely healed either, even after being set by Vinnie’s doctor. I could barely get in and out of a car, much less drive stick.

      Her eyes bored into me, and I knew what was coming—an earful. I stared at my hands resting on the base of the wine glass.

      “I’m not going to lecture you about how you betrayed my brother,” she said. “I don’t need to. You know how badly you hurt him.”

      As angry as I was with Marco, as much as I resented him for not taking action, the pain I saw in his eyes the night he disowned me haunted me every day.

      “Despite what you did, you’re as much a DeVita as you are a Moretti. Always have been. Just like your father. I’m not going to lecture you about how you betrayed our family, because you already know how badly you hurt me.”

      I raised my eyes to meet hers, guilt overpowering my need to escape her reproach.

      “But if you think for one second I’m not going to lecture you about how badly you hurt yourself—how you keep hurting yourself with this vendetta bullshit…” She shook her head. “You forget who raised you.”

      Anger clashed against regret, but I couldn’t hold it back. “I didn’t come here for a lecture.”

      “Too bad. My house, my rules.”

      “You’ll never understand.”

      “I understand plenty,” she snapped. “Do you have a death wish, Luca?”

      I looked out the kitchen window and ground my teeth so hard, my jaw started to throb as badly as my head.

      “Do you? Because that’s the only reason you’d do something as stupid and reckless as you did.

      “Marco gave you a choice when you turned eighteen. I know, because as your foster parents, we had long discussions about giving you that choice. You chose to get involved. You chose to get made. And that means you play by the rules.” She held up her hands as if forcing herself to slow down. “What the hell were you thinking?”

      My pulse roared, the pounding in my ears as loud as my labored breath. I clenched my fists, trying to contain the torrent of emotion.

      Mamma Gina placed her hand atop mine. “Look at me,” she said softly and wriggled her fingers into my fist to hold my hand. “Guardami, Luca.”

      My breathing slowed, and my shoulders relaxed.

      “You’ve spent too much time in Italy obsessing over this vendetta. You’ve lost sight of what matters—your family, your community, the people who love you. We’ll help you through this. And if we can’t? If we can’t help you heal?” Her lips trembled, and she swallowed. “Then I’ve failed as a mother,” she finished, her voice shaking through a declaration that only deepened my guilt.

      Tears made the crimson specks in her dark brown eyes sparkle. They pleaded with me as strongly as the strain in her voice.

      But she didn’t understand. She could never understand what the Shaughnessys took from me. My father. My childhood. My sense of belonging. Nothing could fill the hole they left behind. Nothing but revenge.

      The oven beeped.

      Gina rose from the table and busied herself with my meal.

      The promise of revenge had sustained me through the weeks I’d spent in that Valenzano hellhole. It had consumed every waking thought. I’d held on, knowing that if I made it to the other side, I’d make the Shaughnessys pay for the life they’d stolen and find some semblance of peace.

      Gina set a plate steaming with baked ziti in front of me. My stomach rumbled. I picked up my fork and shoveled a huge bite into my mouth.

      “Slow down! You’ll make yourself sick.”

      But I couldn’t slow down. The aroma and flavor and texture of food after starving for so long…

      “Allora. What’s your plan?”

      I washed the bite down with the rest of my wine. “I work for Vinnie now.” I stabbed the salsiccia with my fork and tore a chunk off with my teeth. My body ripped through the food almost as eagerly as it had devoured the blood of the two Sources I’d drained.

      “And the rest of your life?”

      I shrugged and licked the thick sauce from my bottom lip. “Ancora vino, per favore?”

      Gina pressed her brows together, as unhappy with my non-answer as she was with my attitude. But she was as close to a mamma as I had, so she got up, grabbed the bottle off the counter, and filled my glass.

      The Moretti family blood debt demanded payment. The stain had to be removed from my hands, not to mention the DeVitas’ and the Valenzanos’. An eye for an eye. Blood for blood. I was owed my sliver of peace even if it was a fraction of what I deserved. But I’d learned my lesson; I would play by the rules this time.

      Mamma Gina tidied up the kitchen, and I finished my meal. Plate and glass empty, I leaned back and ran my hands over my full stomach.

      “There are a few things in your room from when you renovated your house. I’ll go to Saugus tomorrow and pick up anything else you need.”

      “Grazie.”

      “Figurati. But now you need rest. Andiamo.”

      She wasn’t wrong. I could barely keep my eyes open now that I’d eaten, especially after all the wine. I grabbed my cane, and Gina helped me to my feet.

      My knees shook with each step through the living room. I stopped short before the hallway, my eyes fixed on a portrait that might as well have been a bullet through the head.

      We’d piled into Nonno’s station wagon to drive to the studio. Nonna’d said we needed a family picture before Marco and Gina left for Italy. It had been time for them to relocate, assume the identities of their children for a few decades before returning to the States. Nonna’d explained that because we were special, because we were blood demons, we all would experience that adventure someday.

      I sat on my father’s lap. His arms wrapped around me. I held his thick thumb in one of my little hands. The other held onto Gina standing to my right. I had a big gap-toothed grin on my face; I’d lost my first front tooth days before. Papà told me that if I smiled nice for our family picture, he’d take me to Mike’s Pastry for cannoli. Marco stood behind and to the left of my father, resting his hand on my father’s shoulder. Nonno e Nonna stood behind them.

      The DeVitas. Complete with two Morettis. Our family.

      My throat constricted, and rage clawed its way up from my chest to blaze through my eyes. I gritted my teeth, trying to cage my emotion, but the loss was too profound.

      Mamma Gina squeezed my arm. “Come on, Luca. Let’s get you to bed.”

      Marco’s hand on my father’s shoulder filled my vision and swelled my anger. It was bad enough I’d lost my father to Pádraig Shaughnessy, but to lose my foster father to a rat?

      Siobhán Connelly—Siobhán Shaughnessy—had destroyed my relationship with Marco. She’d broken our bond with her scheming.

      I’d known she was a liar, leading me on with that fake fucking accent. Irish, my ass. But a fottuto Shaughnessy? A maledetto rat? She’d lied to me and my family for the last time.

      My vendetta wouldn’t be complete until both crimes were avenged. Lucky for me, there was one Shaughnessy whose life would pay full price.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          Siobhán

        

      

    

    
      Boston, Massachusetts, April 2024

      The scene played out like a meet-cute from one of those feel-good made-for-TV movies. You know the ones. The ones your mam used to watch on Sunday afternoons. The ones that made you roll your eyes while you secretly dreamed it would happen to you. The ones with the happy endings.

      Eyes catch across the room. Time stops. Everything in the shot fades to background. Everything except the leading couple. Their stunned faces remain crystal clear while the rest of the world goes about its out-of-focus business, oblivious to the two souls destined to find love at the end of ninety minutes.

      March 20, 2022. The first day of spring. Pretty messed up I remembered the exact date we first laid eyes on each other. We exchanged one look, stolen across the Terme di Boston lobby, but that one look changed everything. The proof? Two years later and Luca Moretti still held me captive every time he smiled at me, his sleepy eyes and pouty lips a Technicolor version of Marlon Brando in A Streetcar Named Desire. But now I’ll never see his handsome face again or get the chance to change our movie’s finale.

      Our relationship unfolded per the script at the beginning. But we never recovered from our “dark moment,” and the rest of the tale played out the opposite of happy. A Moretti and Shaughnessy? Might as well have been a Montague and Capulet. I’m not sure I’d go so far as to call our story tragic, but some days my heart ached like the ending had been that cruel.

      I cleared the lump in my throat and put on my game face. I didn’t need to drag Anna into my melancholy, especially given the news I planned to drop. But brooding had been par for the course over the past month; nostalgia claimed my mood with the simplest, most innocuous trigger.

      Today’s bout hit as soon as I walked through the copper-clad doors of the spa. It had been my refuge for the past two years since moving back to the States and working at Terme di Boston. I’d hoped the soothing atmosphere would make the conversation with Anna easier to stomach. Instead, I got a trip down memory lane.

      My first few months back in Boston had brimmed with promise, not just for my career but for the budding, screen-worthy romance. I should’ve known better; fate was never that kind.

      “Are you glad to be back?” Not the question I wanted to ask, but the one that came out of my mouth. I wanted to ask about Luca. I needed to know he’d met with a quick and painless end.

      Anna soaked in the mineral bath next to mine and rolled her head along its stone lip to face me. “I am.” Her shy smile was a soothing balm to my preoccupied mind. I’d missed the little goose and her nervous glances and fidgety hands. “We hadn’t planned on staying that long, but after everything…”

      “Tell me about it. I took a few days off myself.” It hadn’t been enough. Not by a long shot. My defective stomach ached with the stress of it all. More than usual. In the two weeks after Vesuvio, I barely ate.

      “Marco had to deal with Terme di Roma and Terme di Sicilia.” Her eyes followed her hands swirling through the mineral water. “Angelo is going to manage the Italian properties for now.” She tentatively lifted her gaze to meet mine. The poor thing looked as sick as I felt.

      I sipped my martini. The vodka took the edge off my nerves and abdominal pain, but I couldn’t exactly waltz through life drinking martinis to settle my stomach. I needed more than a few days of vacation. I needed to get away from Terme di Boston and the DeVitas. Permanently.

      But I had responsibilities, and I wasn’t about to leave Marco high and dry while he did damage control in Italy. I was the strong one. Always. Even if it made me sick. Even if I couldn’t remember the last time I smiled. Probably sometime before the night at Vesuvio when Luca fucked things up beyond repair by trying to start a war between our families and nearly killing Anna in the process. So I forced a fake smile onto my face and powered through.

      “It’s okay, Anna. You don’t have to pretend like he never existed. I’m a big girl. I can handle that he’s gone. Besides, it’s not like we were together. It’s not like we were ever going to be. We hated each other, remember?” I leveled her with a knowing look. “Not to mention, I don’t get involved with those types of men.”

      She narrowed her eyes, an unspoken challenge.

      I waved a hand through the air, brushing away her knowledge of my unwanted feelings. “You got lucky with Marco. He adores you. That man wouldn’t look at another woman even with a gun to his head.” I shook my head. “They’re not all like that, girl. Marco’s a unicorn.”

      Lately, I had to remind myself that it hadn’t always been sunshine and roses between me and Luca. Far from it. He’d been a complete asshole for an entire year, ever since The Incident. Then again, I hadn’t been very nice either. He’d hurt me, and I’d lashed out with snide comments and death stares at every opportunity.

      I was pissed at myself for ever trusting him. You don’t grow up in a mob family and not know better than to trust men like Luca. They were all cut from the same lying, cheating cloth. But I’d let my guard down, suckered by his charm and the way he smiled just for me. And I paid for that lapse in judgment with a broken heart and a friend turned bitter enemy.

      Even after The Incident, even after that night at Vesuvio, a part of me that I hated remained fixed on all the wrong things, holding onto a hope that someday we’d get a second chance. It was a sickness, really. It was time I took off my rose-colored glasses and focused on the truth—Luca Moretti and Siobhán Connelly had never been destined for a happy ending. Not that it mattered; the Mafia didn’t leave loose ends. Luca was gone, dead, and we’d never get another chance.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up—” Anna’s shoulders deflated, and she stared at me blank-faced, the way she did when she couldn’t find her words.

      “You don’t need to be sorry. The past couple of months have been a lot.”

      I could barely cope with what happened—nerves on edge, stomach on the offensive—and I spent the first eighteen years of my life around that type of bullshit. Granted, I’d removed myself from Boston and any association with the Shaughnessys for nearly twenty-five years, but that didn’t mean life in a mob family wasn’t familiar.

      “Anyway…” I said, eager to change the subject. I raised my eyebrows and sipped my drink.

      “Anyway,” Anna continued, “a month was a long time to be away. I hope Sophie behaved herself.”

      “She’s a lover. I’m going to miss having her around. Even if she woke me up every morning screaming for food.”

      Anna smiled the exasperated smile of a cat-mom.

      “It was fine,” I said. “Made me want to get one.”

      “You should!”

      I huffed. “Girl, I can barely take care of myself.”

      She chuckled. “You’re the General Manager of Boston’s most exclusive resort. I’d say you’re doing just fine.”

      I frowned. “About that…”

      I set my martini down, folded my arms atop the stone floor between the two mineral baths, and rested my chin on the backs of my hands. Anna sat up and faced me, leaning against the edge of her bath.

      “What happened at Vesuvio…” I started.

      She looked away and reached for a necklace that wasn’t there. She was still struggling. I didn’t blame her.

      The illegal, after-hours gambling hall on the second floor of Marco’s nightclub Vesuvio had been raided, and in our mad dash to escape, Anna was hit by a car and almost died. To make matters worse, the entire charade had been orchestrated by Luca to frame my family and get Marco to move against the Irish.

      My cousin Ciarán had been furious, ready to retaliate. He called the Italians a menace, one his father should have put to rest decades ago. He told me if I was smart, I’d help him, refusing to acknowledge the glaring truth—the Shaughnessys were as much of a menace as the Valenzanos or DeVitas. I walked him back, assuring him that Marco knew he hadn’t sanctioned the raid.

      I’d never betray Marco or let Ciarán hurt any of the DeVitas if it was in my power to prevent it. They’d been more of a family to me than any of the Shaughnessys.

      “When Marco brought me on, he didn’t just hire me, he treated me like one of his own. And after everything you and I have been through, you’re more than a friend, Anna. You’re family, and I don’t use that word lightly.”

      I reached out and squeezed her hand, knowing what I was about to say would probably send her into a fit of sweaty palms and stuttering.

      “You asked me once how I knew so much about this world. I’m sure Marco filled you in. I’m a Shaughnessy. On my mother’s side. I trust you not to share that information with anyone.” She swallowed and gave me a slight nod. “I left Boston when I was eighteen to get away from them. I only came back two years ago to take care of my parents. I don’t want to be a part of this world, and I’ve spent my entire adult life making sure I’m never in a situation where I have to live like that again.”

      I swallowed the thickness creeping up my throat. It rose any time I was reminded of what growing up in the Irish mob had done to me, the damage that could never be repaired.

      “I didn’t figure out Marco was connected for more than a year after I started at Terme. When I finally put it together, Terme seemed so separate from all that, like Marco couldn’t possibly be involved.”

      Looking back now, I think I knew. The signs had been there, but I’d willfully ignored the evidence right under my nose. My parents needed me. What else could I do but rationalize away the truth?

      “He did so much for me, giving me a chance in such a prominent position, accommodating my needs. So I chose to believe he was less involved than he was. But then Vesuvio happened. And Luca…”

      Anna lowered her eyes.

      “I’ve worked too hard building a life that isn’t tied to the Shaughnessys. I clawed my way into this position, and I won’t let my career be destroyed by my family. I need to find a new job away from all of this. I’m leaving Terme di Boston.”

      “What? No!” Her eyes widened, and her lips parted as if she wanted to say more but couldn’t find the words.

      “I’m taking the next two weeks off for interviews. I filed the vacation request while you were in Italy. But no one knows why, not even Marco.”

      She swallowed, and I gave her the moment she needed to collect her thoughts. She’d argue that Marco would shield me from my family and his, that he would never allow Mafia matters to impact me. But they already had. I’d lucked out that night at Vesuvio, walking away unscathed. Next time, I might not be so lucky.

      “He’s not going to like this. He—he—” She held up her hand and took a settling breath. “I’m not saying this to make you feel guilty. I’m saying this because it’s true. He thinks of you as part of our family. Like a—like a niece. He’d do anything for you.”

      “I know. But I already have a family, and they did an absolute shit job of keeping me safe. One thing my life has proven to me is that I’m the only person I can trust. And that’s especially true when it comes to family. I have to stay away.”

      She deflated on an exhale and wrung her hands. “He’s going to be angry, but you know—you know it’s because this is going to hurt him. Losing you after losing—” She stopped short, and I swallowed the fresh lump in my throat.

      I drained the rest of my martini and slipped back into the bath. I let my head fall back to rest on the edge and stared at the ivy-covered ceiling.

      The click of heels on the porous stone floor. The cool, humid air lightly scented with eucalyptus and toasted almond. The warmth of the mineral bath cradling my body. I loved this space. I came here any time stress got the better of me and made my stomach burn. I had more than colleagues and friends at Terme di Boston, I had a sense of family, of home.

      My insides twisted in a mess of sadness and frustration, of anger and resentment, but it couldn’t be helped. I had to protect myself. I had to leave.

      “I know,” I whispered. “And if there was any other way, I’d take it just to spare him the pain. But I can’t live like this. I won’t.”

      I cleared my mind of the impending conversation with Marco and the sadness in Anna’s expression only to see a charming smile built for cameras. Eyes as dark as a stormy night. A still captured from a lunch at Vittoria a little over a year ago when things were simpler, when a future with Luca Moretti hadn’t seemed impossible.

      “Sorry I’m late.” He squeezed my shoulder and rounded the table.

      My heart leaped at the sound of Luca’s voice.

      He tucked a length of chocolate-brown hair behind his ear, revealing a jawline that would make a runway model jealous. It was covered in a day’s worth of scruff, and the added roughness made my stomach flutter. His full mouth turned up in a smile so genuine it reached his eyes. He didn’t smile like that often. Most of the time he hid behind a paparazzi-worthy catalog of staged looks. But he smiled like that for me, and every time he did, I crushed on him a little harder.

      “Marco’s a slave driver,” he said with a wink. He unbuttoned his suit jacket and folded his tall, muscular frame into the chair across from me.

      “He gets like that when he’s focused. You get like that when you’re focused.”

      He chuckled.

      “I hope you don’t mind. I went ahead and ordered.” I gestured to the soup in front of me. “I have a one o’clock. Can’t be late for my own meeting.”

      “Not at all.” He leaned back and lifted a hand. “Scusi.”

      A waiter came over and took his order.

      Luca returned his attention to me. “By all means, go ahead.”

      “How long are you in town?” I asked and took a bite of minestrone. The tomato in the broth was mild and the vegetables were cooked enough to be safe for my stomach. I relished its warmth on the cold December day. And his company.

      “Just the week. I need to get back to Roma before Natale. It’s our busiest time.”

      Every now and then Luca would say something in Italian like Roma or scusi or Natale, and if I didn’t know it was impossible, I would swear cartoon hearts floated above my head.

      “We’re always so busy when I’m in town,” he continued with an edge of frustration.

      “At least we get to have lunch.” The words sounded as empty as my feigned smile.

      Marco introduced us about eight months ago, finally breaking the ice. Instead of furtive glances and hidden stares across the lobby, we chatted whenever he was in town. Chatted and flirted. Neither of us stopped smiling any time we were together. One lucky day, we ran into each other at noon. Since then, we never missed an opportunity to share lunch when he was in Boston, but it never felt like enough time.

      His eyebrows drew together. “No. These lunches are too rushed.” He pursed his pouty lips and ran a hand through his hair. “I’ll be back in early February for the quarterly. I’d like to take you out for dinner. Somewhere we won’t be interrupted. I want to know you, Siobhán.”

      A tear escaped from beneath my closed eyelids. Pretending to scratch my cheek, I swiped it away; I didn’t want to cause Anna more stress. The ache in my heart had nothing to do with her, Marco, leaving Terme di Boston, or even the troubles with my family. The ache in my heart had everything to do with what might have been, for the happy ending to the made-for-TV movie I’d secretly hoped I would find with Luca but was lost forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

          Luca

        

      

    

    
      The parking lot of the Sleep and Stay on the outskirts of Foxborough was a spectacle of contradiction to anyone who didn’t know better. To the right behind the Employees Only sign, a half dozen generic beaters formed a row of rust and dents. They matched the dingy, weathered exterior of the building, the cracks in the pavement, and the overgrown bushes that blocked the view of the street. To the left of the main entrance, Vinnie’s Rolls-Royce stuck out like a sore thumb, especially with the Mercedes-Benz SUV with Rhode Island plates parked next to it. Two Beamers continued the luxury-car lineup on the other side of the Benz. No sign of Marco’s Range Rover, but my contribution wasn’t going to make the display any less conspicuous.

      My Ferrari purred like a big cat, roaring up the driveway and across the lot. I parked my baby diagonally across two spaces; I didn’t need some asshole dinging the paint. I climbed out and buttoned my suit jacket just as a white Mercedes pulled into the space beside mine.

      Gio Agosti—short, stout, and dressed like it was 1965—emerged from the passenger seat. His driver leaned against the hood, lit a cigarette, and pulled out his phone.

      “Ciao, Luca,” Gio said and held out a hand. “Come va?”

      “Ciao, Gio. Bene, bene.” I grabbed his hand, and he slapped my shoulder and kissed my cheeks.

      The Valenzano family consigliere was old school like Marco and Vinnie and had been around for almost as long. Big Frankie brought him over from Italy after Marco split ways with the Valenzanos and took Vito with him. If Gio had his way, I didn’t think he’d ever speak English.

      “You settling in over at The Dollhouse?” He started for the entrance, and I followed. “Tieni gli occhi aperti,” he tossed over his shoulder. His driver nodded and went back to scrolling his phone.

      “So far so good.”

      Vinnie’d put me in charge of The Dollhouse—his largest strip club and a front for his Source racket—as soon as I was well enough to work. The Dollhouse and its seedy older sister The Playground were Vinnie’s big money makers. Profits were down across the board, and I had experience running two multi-million-dollar properties for Marco. Vinnie was too shrewd a businessman to pass up an opportunity to turn things around.

      “Bene. You spent too much time holed up in Italy doing hotel management,” Gio said derisively. “Time for you to start earning.”

      Didn’t I know it. I’d been ready to start earning since I was eighteen. Now that I was out from under Marco’s thumb, I finally had a chance. And what better way than the Source racket.

      Richie Amato was the capo in charge of Vinnie’s blood demon outfit. He’d done an okay job, but the Source racket had grown too big for one person, especially when that person had the financial acumen of a toothpick. Vinnie split the work between us, a good thing considering he wanted to expand. I managed the fronts—the books, the day-to-day operations at the clubs—and Richie managed the Sources themselves—recruiting, oversight, and payments.

      “You’re a Moretti,” Gio continued and leveled me with a weighted look. “It’s in your blood.”

      I chuffed out a snort and pulled open the door.

      The hotel lobby reeked of burnt coffee and cheap air freshener. The generic dust-covered prints on the walls and the worn, stain-marked carpet were as unappealing as the smell. I understood the need for a neutral location; a sit-down of this magnitude couldn’t take place on anyone’s territory. I also understood the need for obscurity and a low-key front, but this was ridiculous.

      Vinnie waited for us on a stiff pleather couch. Richie and Johnny “Lam” Lamendola—the other two Valenzano captains joining the sit-down—hovered over the complimentary coffee.

      There were rules for sit-downs, especially ones this big. Each family was allowed the same number and rank—the dons, of course, their consiglieri, and three capi. Five crew members. Had to keep up the appearance of equality.

      “Luca. Gio.” Vinnie pushed his ample frame off the plastic couch, and it creaked.

      Gio joined Richie and Johnny at the coffee. He poured a cup for himself, then ushered the two men down the hall to a set of double doors.

      “You ready?” Vinnie asked.

      “Yeah.” I passed a hand through my hair. “Yeah, I’m ready.”

      He patted my cheek and raised an eyebrow. “Now you’ll see what happens when you play by the rules.”

      Like I needed the reminder. I gave him a tight nod.

      If you asked any of the dons, there wasn’t a power imbalance among the New England families. But anyone walking into the shoddy conference room at the Sleep and Stay Foxborough would have been hard-pressed to believe that bullshit.

      Roman Patrizi sat at the head of three tables organized in a U across from the entrance like a king waiting for his audience. The Don of Providence’s silver-streaked hair was slicked back like a crown, and the three-piece suit told everyone he meant business.

      The men seated on either side of him eyed us as we filed into the room. Vinnie took the center seat on the right side of the U. I sat next to Gio closest to the door.

      The families who ran the Boston territories had always taken a backseat to Providence. The rivalry between the Italians and Irish dated back earlier than even Big Frankie Valenzano’s arrival in the States, and the constant struggle for territory in a city a tenth the size of NYC had forced a handful of the big players south. To make matters worse, the FBI’s crackdown on Italian organized crime in the ’80s had done more damage in Boston than any other major city. They’d attacked the Valenzanos from both ends by using the Irish mob—Pádraig Shaughnessy in particular—to weaken Italian control.

      The Patrizis, on the other hand, had grown in strength and influence over the decades. Uncontested in their control of Providence, their reach extended south into Connecticut and bordered the Five Families of New York. Providence had a lot of clout, and Roman Patrizi knew it. But Vinnie was no slouch, and over the past twenty-five years he’d rebuilt the Italian power base in Boston, creating a crew that rivaled even Don Patrizi’s.

      There was a long pause after everyone sat, long enough to let the Patrizi and Valenzano crews know they were waiting.

      The double doors swung open, and the DeVitas filed in, a not-so-subtle reminder that there had always been a silent third party, a dethroned king who’d returned to take his rightful place. Never outdone, least of all by Vinnie, my foster father strode into the conference room wearing importance and indifference like a suit of armor. As if we should have expected to wait for him. As if nothing could commence without his presence. As if the DeVitas were the family in charge.

      Carmine and Angelo led the way with Vito and Matteo bringing up the rear. They stood behind their chairs until Marco removed his hat, unbuttoned his suit jacket, and took his seat opposite Vinnie. Only then did the rest of the crew sit.

      I masked a snort with a cough and looked down so no one would see my smirk. Marco knew what he was doing. So did Vinnie and Roman Patrizi.

      Cocky prick.

      Marco placed his palms flat on the table. “Don Patrizi. Don Valenzano.” His smooth, commanding voice dominated the room as easily as his presence. He met their eyes, securing a nod from each, then landed his penetrating gaze on me.

      He raised me to play life like a game of poker, a mantra he’d drilled into me since I was a kid. So I held his eyes without moving a muscle—no tells—until he released me from his ironclad grip. I exhaled and allowed myself to blink again before examining the rest of the playing field.

      Angelo and Carmine stared me down. Their expressions revealed nothing, but the intensity of their focus spoke volumes. The only people who knew that I’d skimmed the profits of DeVita Enterprises International’s European branch and orchestrated the raid on Vesuvio occupied the inner circle of the Boston dons. Marco and Vinnie, of course. Angelo, Carmine, and Vito. Gio, Vinnie’s blood-demon enforcer, and the single soldato demone del sangue who’d helped him torture me. That was it. Marco and Vinnie were determined to keep the affair under wraps. Knowing their don had been swindled would undermine the crew’s confidence just as he ascended to his throne. Even if my punishment had been more brutal than death. Better to use the expanding Source racket to cover up my fall from Marco’s grace.

      Don Patrizi cleared his throat. “We’re here to discuss Don DeVita’s formal reentry into Cosa Nostra and the New England families. To acknowledge, among our ranks, a second family in control of Boston and to reestablish the division of territory in New England.” He gave Marco a knowing smirk. “Bentornato, Marco.”

      Roman Patrizi was human but in the know. In his late fifties, he’d been in the game long enough to see that Marco and Vinnie hadn’t aged. But like them, he was old school. Omertà meant something. He’d never divulge our secret. He’d take knowledge of blood demons to the grave. He also made it clear he’d never get involved in our affairs; too much risk for a people that weren’t his.

      Marco tipped his head. “Roman.”

      “In terms of territory, not much will change,” Vinnie said. “Don DeVita has always maintained a presence in the city, however unofficial. His fronts in the North End and the Commons remain undisputed. I also have fronts in the North End, but for different businesses, and our families have shared that territory for over fifty years without dispute. I’ll maintain control of the northern suburbs starting with Revere.”

      Vinnie turned to Marco; Marco nodded his agreement.

      “I recently expanded my holdings to include a property in the financial district,” Marco added. “Untouched territory within the city. I’ll be running the same businesses there that I run in the North End.”

      Don Patrizi cocked an eyebrow.

      “A strategic move that benefits both families. The financial district is key to maintaining a power balance with the Irish. They can’t move in without creating a turf war, and they know it.”

      Marco caught Vinnie’s eye, and Vinnie held up both hands. “No contest.”

      Don Patrizi looked between the two men. “It’s settled—the financial district is under DeVita control. What about points west and the suburbs?”

      For the next two hours, the New England dons cycled through a litany of territories, rackets, and concessions, their consiglieri furiously taking notes. If there was ever a dispute between the DeVitas and the Valenzanos, Don Patrizi would arbitrate, and no one wanted the details of this agreement left open to interpretation.

      The only thing we couldn’t talk about was the Source racket. Ironic given that the growing demand for Sources and Vinnie’s plans to expand the racket had driven Marco to finally take his rightful place. But Roman was the only member of the Patrizi contingent who knew blood demons existed, and even Johnny Lam—Vinnie’s top human capo—wasn’t in the know. Given the urgency, Vinnie and Marco along with Gio and Vito worked out the details of the arrangement before Marco left for Italy.

      Marco made Matteo a captain and gave him responsibility for the portion of the Source racket that ran through Terme di Boston. He’d been a trusted soldier for years and more suited to desk work than bouncing. Now he managed long-term stays for high-end Sources at Terme, appointments and payouts, and coordinating with me and Richie on availability and taxes. We’d only run a couple trial appointments, but the preliminary profits proved just how lucrative the joint venture could be. It also took pressure off containment; the more venues for booking Sources, the less likely our secret would get exposed.

      “Before we break,” Vinnie announced, “we have one more matter that needs to be settled. Luca?”

      I stood, buttoned my suit jacket, and scanned the room. I made eye contact with every man there, making sure they knew I meant business. Angelo and Carmine resumed their knife-edged regard, and when I reached Marco, his lips twisted as if restraining the parental urge to tell me to sit down. Fuck that.

      The DeVita family made me, but the Valenzanos appointed me captain of an active crew. Under Vinnie, I had every right to make my case. My time had arrived.

      “November 12, 1988. Antonio Michael Moretti was murdered without cause by Pádraig Shaughnessy in the Charlestown shipyard. The Irish mob took my father’s life. They spilled Moretti family blood. A made man’s life was cut short, and thirty-five years later, the crime is left unanswered.” I stared at Marco in silent condemnation. “Thirty-five years later, the Shaughnessys still haven’t paid the price.”

      I refused to break eye contact even as his jaw ticked in pain or frustration or anger—I didn’t care. He needed a reminder that it had been his responsibility to make the Irish pay, that as his best friend, as his brother in everything but blood, Marco had failed my father. He had failed me.

      I clenched my fists and drove my knuckles into the table. “As Antonio Moretti’s son and the last member of the Moretti family, it is my right to seek vengeance for this crime. I want restitution.”

      “I knew your father,” Don Patrizi said, respect thick in his words and the severity of his expression. “He was a good man, one of the best in the Northeast.” He turned his attention to Vinnie. “Why was this crime left unanswered? A made guy. A capo.” He reclined in his chair, steepled his fingers, and raised a judgmental brow. “Thirty-five years?”

      “It was 1988,” Vinnie snapped as if the year was all the explanation he needed. “Maybe you don’t remember what it was like back then in Boston, but I sure as hell do. The feds were up our asses, taking down businesses left and right. The Shaughnessys were on the take, and we couldn’t afford the heat.”

      I ground my teeth on his excuses; I’d heard them for decades.

      Don Patrizi’s accusatory gaze shifted to Marco, and a deathly quiet descended over the sit-down. My blood ran hot with rage, but the temperature of the room seemed to drop. The chill of Marco’s icy glare slid across every man in attendance, freezing them in place.

      “Antonio was my brother.” Marco’s dark declaration filled the room. His eyes locked with mine and tunneled into me as deeply and harshly as they had the night he disowned me. “Had I thought for one moment that seeking revenge for Tony’s death wouldn’t have put my family at risk, that seeking revenge wouldn’t have put all our families at risk”—Marco’s words were glacial, and flecks of red dotted his irises—“I would have burned the entire fucking city until every last Shaughnessy was dead.”

      I swallowed, my mouth dry from the steel in his voice and the stunned silence of its aftermath.

      Vinnie cleared his throat, turning his wary gaze away from Marco and back to Don Patrizi. “Any move against the Irish would have started a war,” he continued in a conversational tone. “Which was what the feds wanted. They stretched us thin, arresting our soldati and capi left and right. We took out a small crew in Charlestown. Two, three men tops, but we didn’t go after Paddy. He was baiting us, and we couldn’t afford to take the bait. But now?” Vinnie turned to me.

      “It’s time,” I said. “Voglio vendetta. Blood for blood. I demand no more, and I’ll take no less.”

      “As is your right, Luca Moretti,” Don Patrizi said, levelling his gaze on Vinnie and Marco. “È un suo diritto.” He finished in a tone that brokered no debate. “But,” he added, turning his attention back to me, “even now, we can’t afford a war. Ciarán Shaughnessy is off limits.”

      I nodded. Vinnie’d warned me Roman was likely to stipulate the condition, and if he didn’t, Vinnie would. With the feds poking around and the tip-off from Mayor Kelson that they’d been talking with the Irish, the last thing we needed was an all-out war. And taking out Ciarán Shaughnessy would end in an all-out war.

      “An eye for an eye and this blood feud is over, Luca.” Don Patrizi raised his brow. “Capisce?”

      “Capisce,” I said and took my seat.

      Marco’s eyes bored into me from across the room. They tugged on my attention with all the horsepower of my Ferrari. I licked my lips, knowing the lecture I was about to get through a single look. A muscle in his jaw twitched—the only sign Marco ever gave that he was pissed off. His eyes grabbed mine and suspicion colored his expression as if I’d been too reasonable, as if he expected I already had a plan.

      But I held his stare without flinching. He’d sat on my father’s death my entire life. He’d lorded over every decision I made. He’d disowned me. Fuck him. Me and my plan were none of his goddamned business.

      Roman Patrizi stood and broke our silent standoff. “Gentlemen,” he said.

      Marco and Vinnie rose and walked around the tables to meet him. The three men exchanged handshakes and kisses, a performative display for everyone else in the room. The alliance was sealed, and the sit-down between the New England families was over.

      The rest of us stood, shook hands, slapped backs, caught up. Boston and Providence didn’t come together often, and we took the opportunity to remind each other that New England was bigger than either city. Putting faces to names helped everyone remember not to fuck with the wrong person.

      We filed out of the conference room, ready to go back to our cities, back to our rackets, back to earning, and for me, back to my vendetta, sanctioned after all these years.

      I pushed through the glass doors of the shitty hotel. The sun blazed overhead. I reached into my suit jacket for my sunglasses, and a hand clamped onto my shoulder.

      “Didn’t see you at the gym this morning.” Vito’s gruff voice held as much question as admonishment.

      I’d hit Vito’s gym every day since Vinnie dropped me at Gina’s. After what I’d been through, my strength wouldn’t return from just eating and feeding. And despite his allegiance to Marco, Vito didn’t treat me like a pariah.

      “We all make mistakes,” he’d said. “Sometimes they’re big. I’ve done my share of fucking up. You paid your dues, kid. This is your second chance. You only get one. Don’t fuck it up.” That had been the sum total of his lecture, and after those pointed words, he didn’t bring it up again.

      The days I didn’t lift, he trained me in the ring, but he wasn’t doing it for me. Gina felt better knowing he’d taken me under his wing, and he wanted to ease her worry. No doubt she held onto the hope that the connection between me and Vito might heal the rift between me and Marco. Not fucking likely.

      Gio’s driver stepped in front of us, blocking our way, and jerked his head toward the street. “We got eyes.”

      A gray sedan with tinted windows was parked across the street from the hotel. A man wearing sunglasses and a serious expression watched us from the driver-side window.

      “Goddammit,” Vito grumbled.

      I stepped around Gio and flipped the asshole off. “Vaffanculo!”

      The guy lifted a long-lens camera, and I lifted my middle finger, obscuring my face. “Got that? Fucking cagacazzo!”

      Vito put a hand on my shoulder. I showed the camera my back and lifted my chin at the men walking out of the hotel. “Watch it,” I warned, and me and Vito started down the path toward our cars.

      The unkempt hedges blocked the fed’s line of sight after only a few strides. “Must’ve tailed us all the way from Boston,” I said.

      We couldn’t stop them. The street was public property, and we didn’t own the hotel. Not to mention, they’d be hard-pressed to pin me with any RICO charges. Still, I didn’t need permanent records that could be used against me after a couple decades of not aging.

      “They’re a nuisance.” Vito growled and glanced at me sideways. “More than usual.”

      That said a lot coming from Vito. Agent Johnson had been snooping around Terme for a while, but if Vito was concerned…

      I stopped on the driver’s side of my Ferrari. Vito pulled a soft pack of Marlboro Reds from the inside pocket of his suit jacket, tapped one out, and stuck it between his lips.

      “The gym?” He raised an eyebrow over the flick and flame of a black Bic.

      I shrugged. “The morning got away from me.”

      “You mean Marco’s back, and you don’t want to run into him,” he said around the cigarette.

      I glared at him, but he wasn’t wrong. I couldn’t stand the disappointment and judgment on Marco’s cocky face.

      Vito’s eyebrows drew together behind a plume of smoke. “Marco comes in after work. Stick to the mornings. Keep that rage in check. Got it?”

      “Yeah,” I said and ran a hand through my hair.

      “When’s the last time you saw Gina?”

      Vito knew the answer, otherwise he wouldn’t have asked.

      “Not since Marco’s been back.”

      “We’ve been working on your guard, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You can’t avoid him forever. Learn to put up a guard.”

      He held my eyes and burned the rest of his cigarette in one long, slow drag. “And don’t do that to Gina.” He dropped the butt on the ground, stepped on it, and closed the distance between us. He squeezed my shoulder, his expression severe and uncompromising. “She doesn’t deserve it. She loves you like a son, and she’s suffered enough loss in that department.”

      “I’ll visit her Friday after the gym.”

      “Bene. See you in the morning.” He pulled out a set of keys and unlocked the Range Rover.

      I took off my suit jacket and climbed into my Ferrari. The engine roared to life, but neither the vibrations nor the cool touch of the steering wheel brought me back to the present. Friday waited on the horizon, a bright, shining beacon into a future free from my torment.

      I revved the engine, and anticipation revved my heart as if its furious beat might accelerate my endgame. I peeled out of the parking lot, raced up the street, and punched the gas onto the freeway, speeding back to Boston. Speeding toward Friday.

      It was going to be a big day. The biggest day of my life. First, the gym. Then, Gina’s. And finally, my revenge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

          Siobhán

        

      

    

    
      My parents’ house was southwest of downtown just north of Dorchester, but with traffic, even after laying on the horn and cutting off one hot-tempered cabbie, I didn’t start my parking search until twilight darkened their narrow, packed street. Friday was my night to help with supper. To be fair, most nights were my nights to help my parents. God forbid my idiot brother step up and take more than one night a week. No, he was content reinforcing my long-held belief that if I didn’t do something, it wouldn’t get done. Which was the reason I was late in the first place. It was the Friday before my two-week vacation, and I needed to make sure my department heads had their marching orders. My team was solid, but I never left anything open to interpretation.

      I slowed to a stop ahead of a space only inches longer than my BMW and shook my head at the irony of parallel parking between a Volvo and a brand-new Rivian. The neighborhood had become a trendy hot spot for young professionals, a far cry from the ’80s and early ’90s when it was one of the most dangerous in the country. I’d spent my entire life trying to get out of Southie, and now people were trying to move in.

      Over the past twenty years, most Irish Americans had moved to West Roxbury or Dorchester. Southie was more diverse now, but a good quarter of the residents were still Irish, holdouts like my parents. Until a few years ago, Da still worked at his shop. He didn’t chop for the Shaughnessys anymore—hadn’t in years—but even before he quit, I doubted he’d made any real money. But working on cars made him happy. It gave him purpose, and he refused to leave his shop behind and move with the rest of Mam’s family.

      And now? I slammed the door, slung my purse over my shoulder, and darted across the street. Now it was too late. Da’s dementia worsened with each visit, and Mam was convinced that leaving the only home he’d known since moving to America would turn his world upside down. They had a routine, and as long as they stuck to the routine—in their house in their neighborhood—everything would be fine. I was too tired to argue.

      How this would all work with a new job was beyond me. I already ran myself ragged between managing Terme and my parents’ household. Not to mention keeping my own life afloat. Add in a longer commute to wherever—if I found a job that wasn’t a step backward in my career—and I had serious doubts I’d ever sleep again.

      The old chain-link gate shrieked open, then clattered shut. I hurried up the narrow path between century-old detached row houses to the back porch. Mam kept the front door dead bolted. It made her feel safe, even if that safety was an illusion.

      I held the screen door open with my hip and unlocked the back door. It opened into the kitchen where I was immediately accosted by the smell of… garbage.

      What. The fuck.

      “Ma!”

      “We’re in the TV room, Siobhán,” she yelled back, as much as my mother had ever yelled in her life. Soft-spoken was an understatement.

      “What is that smell?” I asked, my face twisted in disgust. The rancid stench was no less prominent in the living room than in the kitchen. I dropped my purse next to the potted plant and hung my coat on the back of one of the dining chairs. “And why is the heat on? It’s April!”

      I was just there Tuesday. How were things already falling apart?

      Da sat in his chair, a dirty old thing upholstered in that drab olive color so popular in the ’80s. He refused to get it restuffed or reupholstered, swearing it would ruin his sitting experience. He was completely focused on the TV and didn’t spare me a glance. Mam sat on the sofa crocheting oven mitts. She set her work in her lap and turned her wrinkled face up to give me a smile that landed somewhere between disappointed and resigned.

      “It’s the garbage, dear,” she said. “We had corned beef and cabbage a few nights ago for supper. Maureen O’Sullivan brought it over. You know Maureen—from St. Mary’s? I haven’t taken it out yet.”

      “Why not?” I snapped, horrified that my parents were living with rotting garbage.

      “My hip’s been acting up.” She looked down and lifted her crocheting. “I didn’t want to fall,” she said, barely above a whisper. Mam had gotten her hip replaced after a tumble on an icy patch on the back porch two winters ago. The surgery had been successful, but she hadn’t been the same since.

      “Why didn’t Rory take it out last night?”

      “Rory didn’t come over last night. He was busy.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I mumbled.

      “Watch yer tongue,” Da barked from his chair, but his eyes never left the television. “’Tis an Irish-Catholic house. We dinna use the Lard’s name in vain.”

      As dementia claimed his mind, history reclaimed Da’s accent. He’d lost the thick Irish brogue after decades of living in Boston, but over the past year it had returned with a vengeance, as though his mind was rewinding to a simpler time.

      “Sorry, Da,” I grumbled and went back into the kitchen.

      My parents’ declining health dragged me back to Southie two years ago. Dragged me back kicking and screaming all the way across the Atlantic to where my family—the Shaughnessys—ruled over Irish organized crime. However much I resented coming back, the overflowing garbage and a sink filled with dirty dishes were proof enough that I’d made the right decision. It had been the only decision.

      I propped my hands on my hips, closed my eyes, and let my head fall back. I could’ve strangled Rory. Our parents needed us, and I couldn’t trust my own brother to make sure they weren’t living with rotting garbage.

      Mam kept the heat on because the cold made her hip ache, but it was cooking the trash and making the smell worse. I turned off the heat and threw open the windows. She could use one of her eight million crocheted blankets if she was cold. I gathered up the bag, took it out back, and got to work on the dishes.

      Rory and I had an arrangement. He had one night, and I had the rest. I didn’t give a flying fuck about his bullshit excuses. I couldn’t do this alone. A new job would likely take me out of Boston. What then? There weren’t many high-end hotels and resorts in the area, and I refused to sacrifice a career I’d busted my ass to build because Rory couldn’t get his shit together.

      Not only did Mam refuse to move closer to family or into an assisted living facility, she also refused hired help. My only recourse? Threats. I had to threaten Rory with Ciarán just to take care of his own parents. But to be completely fair, I didn’t trust Ciarán any more than I trusted any other man. The whole situation was a flaming dumpster fire.

      I set the last of the dishes in the drying rack, and the back door swung open. A man who could have been my twin walked into the kitchen.

      “Speak of the devil.” I gave my cousin an irritated glare before opening the fridge.

      Ciarán Shaughnessy was six feet and two inches of pure Celtic genetics. He had more gray in his blond hair than I did, but you wouldn’t know it since he buzzed his head. An explosion of freckles covered his arms, but only a sprinkle was visible across the bridge of his nose and cheekbones. Just like me. His eyes were the same pale blue as mine, but his laugh lines etched deeper troughs in his face. Made sense given the rough life he’d led while I was in Ireland. Those differences aside, the resemblance really was uncanny.

      “What did I do?” he asked, brow furrowed.

      “Do you smell that?”

      “Unfortunately.”

      “Guess who didn’t show up yesterday?” I pulled salad ingredients out of the fridge and set them on the counter.

      “How is that my fault?”

      “Rory works for you. I’m assuming his excuse—once he decides to grace us with his presence—will be that you had him driving somewhere or doing something more important than making sure his parents are safe, fed, and not living with rotting garbage.”

      I slammed the salad dressing on the counter. My cheeks were hot, and their color no doubt matched the pitch of my voice. The Southie had come out too. The polished accent I worked so hard to curate always fell away in heated moments. Especially when those moments involved my family.

      “Everything okay in there?” Mam called in her little voice.

      “We’re fine, Aunt Maggie,” Ciarán called back. “Just getting supper ready.”

      “What are you doing here anyway?” I asked, my words clipped as I prepped my parents’ late meal. A meal I couldn’t even eat. After working an eleven-hour day.

      Ciarán leaned against the counter and shoved his hands into his jeans’ pockets. The old leather jacket he’d had since high school fell open revealing a Henley covered in grease. He must have come from Da’s shop. “I wanted to talk to you,” he said.

      I chopped the half cucumber I’d found in the fridge. “About what?”

      “About your boss.”

      I shook my head. “You’re bahking up the wrong tree, Ciarán,” I said, my accent in full force after that comment.

      He raised an eyebrow. “I haven’t asked you a question yet.”

      “Doesn’t matter.” An innocent red pepper now received the brunt of my frustration. “I refuse to say anything about Marco to you just like I’d refuse to say anything about you to Marco.” I paused and shot him a heated glare, my irritation with my family pressing against my chest. “At least he has the decency not to ask.” I resumed chopping.

      “What the hell, Vahnie?” Ciarán snapped back, using the nickname he gave me when we were kids. He straightened off the counter and pulled his shoulders back. “You’re a Shaughnessy, or have you forgotten?”

      I set the knife down and looked him in the eye, exerting as much control as I could so I wouldn’t explode. “No. I haven’t forgotten. My scars remind me of that unfortunate fact every day.”

      Ciarán’s lips twisted, fighting a grimace or a frown—I wasn’t sure which and didn’t care. I didn’t care if talking about my scars made him uncomfortable. At least he didn’t have to live with them.

      “You know better than to ask, Ciarán. Don’t involve me.”

      His shoulders deflated. He rested his forehead in his hand and rubbed his temples.

      I drizzled dressing over the salad in each bowl and, happy with my prep, ventured into the living room. I moved the remote off Da’s armrest and notched the volume down to a decibel level appropriate for humans. “Time for supper, Da.”

      He tore his eyes away from the TV long enough to give me a blank stare, his eyebrows knotted in confusion. “Who are you?” he asked in an accusatory tone.

      Loss and regret punched me in the chest. “It’s Siobhán, Da.”

      His condition had worsened over the past six months, and things weren’t going to get any better. But I didn’t have time to mourn. Someone had to keep this ship from sinking. So I pulled out the TV trays and set one in front of each of my parents.

      “Thank you, dear,” Mam said and tucked her crocheting into the basket at her feet. “Are you staying for supper, Ciarán?”

      Ciarán leaned against the doorjamb between the kitchen and the living room and patted his stomach. “Nah. Thanks, Aunt Maggie, but I already ate.”

      I passed him on my way back into the kitchen to retrieve the salads, and he leaned back, looked over his shoulder, and lowered his voice. “You’ve been involved. You’ve been working for the DeVitas for two years. Don’t forget, you called me when that shit went down at Vesuvio.”

      I stopped in front of him with the salads, forks, and napkins. “For the eight millionth time, I didn’t know who he was when I took the job. It was an amazing career opportunity. And, thanks to you and my idiot brother, I couldn’t walk away just because of his rumored connections. Someone needs to make sure my parents aren’t living with rotting garbage. And for the record, the reason I called you that night was to prevent the two people I love most in the world from killing each other. That’s. It.”

      I marched past him and put the salads in front of my parents.
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