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To my favorite person who annoys me daily with snide comments, cynicism, and the best advice I never take.

“On the day when it will be possible for woman to love not in her weakness but in strength, not to escape herself but to find herself, not to abase herself but to assert herself – on that day love will become for her, as for man, a source of life and not of mortal danger. In the meantime, love represents in its most touching form the curse that lies heavily upon woman confined in the feminine universe, woman mutilated, insufficient unto herself.”

Simone de Beauvoir
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Foreword
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BEFORE YOU CONTINUE reading any further, this is your warning that there are triggers ahead. This book contains depictions of domestic violence, assault, psychological and mental abuse of a partner, and other graphic violence. 

Although this book is a work of fiction, domestic violence happens everyday around the world. Domestic violence isn’t just about physical abuse of a partner. Domestic violence includes emotional manipulation, psychological debasement, and financial control by withholding access to funds.  

Regardless of where we come from, our socio-economic status, or whether you are a man or a woman, it is a universal human right to expect and deserve dignity and respect. 
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Chapter 1
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ROMAN’S POINT OF VIEW

“Police are still investigating the disappearance of a local woman, Anastacia Martinez. Anastacia was last seen two weeks ago. Friends and family are offering a two hundred thousand dollar reward for any information that could lead to her whereabouts and safe return. Authorities, in a statement to local media, have said they are not ruling out foul play.”

“Turn it the fuck off,” Domenico seethed. The apartment he shared with Anastacia was an active crime scene, so he had been staying with me until things could calm down.

I leaned forward and pushed a button on the television’s remote, ending the broadcast.

Domenico rubbed his hands down his face. “Where are we on figuring out what the fuck happened? She couldn’t have just fucking disappeared!”

“It doesn’t look good,” I commented. “The last time anyone saw her in public, she was with you at the anniversary dinner. The next night she had her sister pull her shift at Masquerade. That was the only phone call she made.”

“She was in bed when I left, and police were there when I got home,” Domenico sighed, leaning back into the sofa.

“What did the apartment look like?” I asked, leaning forward in my seat.

“Not good.”

“What’s not good? Dirty dishes? Laundry piled up? What?”

“The place was a fucking mess. Like someone had trashed the place.”

I chuckled darkly. “Someone like you, you mean.”

Domenico eyed me angrily. It was a statement, not a question.

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” he seethed.

“You know exactly what it fucking means. What’d she do to piss you off? Giggle too loudly? I know you, Domenico. You were pissed when you left the club with her because she was having a good time with the other wives. Everyone in Philly knows you beat her, and there’s a line of people waiting to tell the cops. So let me ask again, what did the fucking apartment look like?” I asked, knowing my eyes conveyed the unspoken threat.

Speak up, or be put down.

“I’ll admit that we fought. But you know as well as I do that Anastacia was a fucking fighter. She didn’t pull any punches and gave it worse than she got. I may have hit her, but I didn’t fucking kill her, Ro.”

“You’ve still not answered the fucking question.”

Domenico dropped his head back on the sofa and growled. “How is this getting us any closer to finding her?”

I shook my head in disgust. “We’re done,” I stated, standing up and adjusting my suit jacket and pants. “When you’re ready to tell the truth, we’ll talk. Until then stay here and keep to yourself. I have enough shit to deal with keeping the family leaders in line.”

“I have a friend stopping by with clothes-” Domenico started, but was cut off when I turned and suddenly grabbed him by the throat.

“Let me make this clear,” I whispered, my face an inch away from Domenico’s as I leaned over him on the sofa. “If I find out one of your whores was anywhere near my house, I will burn you to the fucking ground.”

Domenico lunged forward, head butting me as he knocked my hand away. “Who the fuck do you think you’re talking to?” he shouted as I stumbled back and righted myself.

“Let’s get this straight right here and now. I don’t owe you shit, nephew. Family or not, I will collect on every. single. fucking. I.O.U. And you and I both know, your mouth can’t cash all the checks your dick wrote. I will fucking end you and everything else if you fuck with me. You wanted my help? Follow my fucking rules,” I warned before turning and heading for the front door.

The distinct metallic sound of a gun being racked behind me stopped me in my tracks just as my hand touched the door knob. Turning slowly, I smiled at Domenico pointing his sidearm at my head.

“You can shoot me dead, Domenico. Add another body to the pile, but you better make damn sure my insurance doesn’t trump yours,” I warned.

Domenico sneered. “What the fuck do you know? You don’t know anything about the life we had together! I loved her!!”

I laughed. “Don’t make me fucking laugh! You didn’t have a life with her! You had a house of cards built on a pile of fucking lies! You have wanted to control and break her ever since she fucked you up in that alley. Do you think you would have stood a chance if she knew you knocked up your ex and then tried to fucking off her in an alley? Do you think she would have gone running to you if she knew you were the asshole stalking her from the beginning?

“Better yet, how do you think she would have reacted if she knew that you killed eleven people just to fucking drug your ex-girlfriend? I kept my mouth shut when you brought that dumb bitch Marissa into my house-”

“Marie,” Domenico corrected.

“Fuck you. It was all I could do not to laugh when Anastacia wanted to call the cops on your behalf, cause it was easier for her to believe that a random was doing to you what had been done to her than to believe that you were just that nasty of a man.”

With every secret aired, Domenico’s resolve dropped and the gun lowered with it.

Still standing by the door, I shook my head in disgust. “Your daughter is having a birthday party next weekend, by the way. Iryna wanted me to let you know that your presence isn’t needed, daddy...”

With that I turned once more and walked out the door.

* * *
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DOMENICO’S POINT OF View

“FUCK!!” I screamed after a moment in the quiet house.

Anastacia. Anastacia, where are you? 

She was predictable. It’s how I had gotten so close to her so quickly. She only had a few friends and she was fiercely loyal to her family. I just needed to push the right buttons, and she’d come crawling back.

I grabbed my phone and called my second, Marco. Marco had been the one shadowing her whenever she went out. If there was a secret to be found, Marco would know something.

As the line connected and the call was answered, I wasted no time, “I need you here. We have things to discuss.”

“I can be there in....one hour,” Marco responded after a lengthy pause.

“You have twenty minutes.”

“That won’t work. I’m in a meeting that can’t wait, I’m afraid.”

I growled, lowering the phone in frustration. Raising it back to my ear I exhaled loudly. “I need you to pick up my suit from the cleaners,” I stated calmly.

It was our code. Marco knew there were only two possible responses.

‘Davey already picked them up this morning. He should be coming by with them shortly.’

“Got it,” I responded, ending the call. I started pacing the spacious living room for a moment before squeezing my phone and screaming. “FUCK!”

Marco had been picked up by the police and taken in for questioning. Davey coming to him meant the police were on their way with a warrant. I ran back up to the guest room and removed my gun, holster, and any other weapons hidden on my body, placing them neatly in Roman’s safe.

The gun wasn’t registered in either of our names, and the serial numbers had long been filed off. If the cops found anything remotely illegal on my person, they would have grounds to hold me. Weapons secured, I quickly dialed the next number in my contacts.

“Good morning, sir. How may I be of service?” the aged voice of the syndicate attorney answered.

“I am going to need representation. How quickly can you get to Roman’s?” I asked.

“I am en route as we speak. I will be there before the authorities,” came the response.

I couldn’t help the exhaled sigh of relief. “I’ll be here,” I stated before ending the call.

Now there was nothing to do but wait for the fallout to settle.

* * *
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ROMAN’S POINT OF VIEW

My people had tapped into the police’s security feed used in their interrogation rooms. I sat in my office sipping my scotch as my nephew was called to account for what he’d done. I’d never admit that my interest in this case was anything more than an idle curiosity. The truth was, I wanted to see Domenico fall.

“When was the last time you saw Anastacia Martinez?” a burly detective asked, sitting across from Domenico and his attorney inside the small room.

Domenico looked over at his attorney, Ronaldo, who nodded slightly.

“About two weeks ago. Maybe a day or two before she went missing,” he responded. 

The detective, named Cooper, flipped through his notes before nodding. “That was the night of the ’anniversary,’ correct?”

“Yes.”

“And what time did you get back after that?” Detective Cooper asked.

Domenico rolled his eyes as if trying to remember. “I’m not really sure. We had been drinking.”

“Uh-huh. Several witnesses stated that you left the event just before eleven that night. Does that sound about right?” Cooper pushed.

Domenico shrugged his shoulders. “Again. I was pretty drunk, so I couldn’t tell you the exact time. I wasn’t exactly keeping track. If your witnesses say it was eleven, I wouldn’t be able to confirm or deny it.”

“What was your relationship like with Miss Martinez?” Cooper asked, changing the subject. 

“We were living together. What do you think?” Domenico responded. 

“So you two were perfectly happy, living the dream. Sounds nice,” Cooper smirked, flipping through his notebook again. 

Ronaldo shifted in annoyance. “My client has already answered that the two were cohabitants, and had been in a relationship for several years. Move it along, detective.”

Detective Cooper nodded, still smirking. “Thank you counselor. Please allow me to rephrase. How often did you beat your girlfriend, Anastacia Martinez? Once a week? Once a day?” Domenico’s entire body went rigid as the detective continued to smile, his eyes were anything but jovial. 

“I’m sure you’re not aware of it, but her family kept records... Pictures of the bruising. The busted lips. The swollen eyes. Have you seen the pictures?” Cooper prodded, pulling a stack of images from his folder. 

Domenico didn’t need to look to know they were all pictures of Anastacia. He snorted and pushed the photos back toward the detective. “I didn’t realize being the victim in a violent relationship made me the bad guy.” 

Cooper’s calm demeanor shifted, like a wave washing the smirk off his face. He had seen a lot of shit in his twenty years on the force, and it still surprised him every time the monster cried foul. 

“My client was the victim of domestic violence and acted in self defense. There are countless witnesses who can attest to Miss Martinez’s violent outbursts, from assaulting other women at parties to hospitalizing a man after an altercation in an alley,” Ronaldo droned, looking unimpressed. “Move it along, detective, or I’m taking my client.”

Cooper made an apologetic face and held up his hands as if in surrender. “Sorry, counselor. It’s just so crazy to hear that a woman who learned to defend herself against thugs and creeps, suddenly became an aggressor. Ya know? I mean, from the outside looking in, she was making a life for herself until you came along,” he stated, looking Domenico in the eye. 

Domenico snorted. “Making a life for herself? You call dancing naked, making a life for herself? I got her away from that shit.”

Cooper nodded again. “That’s funny you should say that. Because before she met you, she was working as a nail technician. We’ve had almost a hundred former clients come forward on her behalf... The way it looks from my end, she started dancing after you came along. So which was it? Did you pimp her out for the cash or save her from the gutter you put her in?” Cooper asked, brows furrowed in mock confusion.

Before Domenico could say a word, Ronaldo’s hand reached over and pressed against his chest to silence him. “Detective Cooper, I think we’re done here. You’ve kept my client here for nearly four hours, and he has responded to every question. He wasn’t with Miss Martinez the night of her disappearance. She was moonlighting at a club, while my client was in another city. This has been covered.”

Detective Cooper looked over his notes again, arbitrarily pointing at some scribbled mess before nodding. “So sorry counselor, you’re right. I have right here that your client was in.... Philly? Yep, Philly... On Saturday the fifteenth. Don’t know how I could have missed that...” he said, shaking his head as if in deprecation.

When he looked up, however, his eyes were anything but apologetic. Detective Cooper looked at Domenico like he had gotten the key to the entire investigation. Domenico maintained the man’s eye contact, refusing to back down or show weakness. 

“The problem though, and this wasn’t released to the media, is Miss Martinez went missing after you left the party with her on the fourteenth. She never reported to work on the fifteenth. In fact the last person known to have physically seen her alive was you,” Cooper added, no longer smirking. “So let’s start this over, shall we? After you left the club on the fourteenth, where did you take Miss Martinez?”
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Chapter 2
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~THREE MONTHS PRIOR.... In a hotel in New York~

Anastacia’s Point of View

“That son of a bitch,” I whispered.

Domenico had drugged me and killed others just to get me back in his clutches. The fact that I had been sterilized for two years without my knowledge seemed innocent by comparison. The realization that I was surrounded by piles of bodies because he couldn’t take rejection was enough to have my stomach turning over.

I ran to the bathroom and heaved up the bile roiling in my gut. Everything I knew... Everything I thought I knew had been nothing but lies.

I jumped when a gentle hand caressed my back. I glanced up from the toilet to find Marjory kneeling beside me.

“Did you know?” I asked, grabbing a wad of toilet paper to wipe my mouth.

She shook her head. “No. I wouldn’t have dreamed of keeping something like this from you, Taze. We had no idea,” she admitted, sitting back so that her back rested against the vanity.

My eyes burned with tears that I knew wouldn’t stop once they started. “I feel so fucking stupid, Mar. Like, my whole life is one fucking cosmic joke,” I sobbed as the first of many tears ran down my cheeks.

“He had me drugged and let someone put an IUD in me! He said he couldn’t have kids and I believed him! Oh my god,” I gasped as realization dawned on me. “They have to put it back! They have to put it back! If I get pregnant, he’ll know that I know. He’ll kill me!”

Marjory held her breath, unable to say anything of comfort. Just one look at her face, and I knew that she knew I was right. If I somehow became pregnant, he would accuse me of infidelity and kill me.

“We have to go back to the hospital,” I repeated, scrambling to get back to my feet.

Marjory grabbed my arms and pulled me back to the floor and held me in a tight embrace. Her chin rested on my shoulder, as she hugged me fiercely and shushed my whimpers.

“I need you to calm down. If you go running out of this hotel like this, everything you have suffered will be for nothing. He won’t be held accountable for anything he has done. He won’t pay a single second for his crimes,” she whispered. “But I can guarantee that you will. Men like him live on the bodies of the weak, Anastacia. I have hidden among monsters like him my whole life. The only way to take them down is to play by their rules.”

It felt like ice creeping into my veins as Marjory spoke. Her truths. Her past. We all knew them, but never had she spoken to me the way she was now. This was how mami talked to Jada and I when she wanted to do something she knew we wouldn’t like. It was the sweet before the punishment.

Hearing her use the same tactics on me, I felt like my last line of hope, of family, of freedom was being severed in her hug. Her words jagged little knives, cutting me down little by little.

For what it was worth, it stopped the tears. The ache in my chest, the betrayal... They became numb under her words. Like a sickening balm, my heart froze and I felt nothing.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked, my voice suddenly devoid of emotion.

Marjory’s body stilled. She pulled back from the hug to see the dead woman staring back at her. “You stupid girl,” she chastised. “I want you to fucking live!”

We sat there staring into each other’s eyes. I could only see the same love and affection I had always found in her gaze. Marjory looked at us like her little sisters, her daughters who hung the moon. There was only love and respect in her gaze.

“Then why are you telling me to play by his rules?” I asked.

“Because if you don’t, he will kill you. And when that isn’t enough, he will go for your family next. And just for good measure, the rest of us will disappear one by one. The only way we live is if we play by their rules. I’m not asking you to martyr yourself. I’m asking you to fucking live, Anastacia,” Marjory stated, her voice cracking with emotion.

A knock on the bathroom door had us both jump. Why we jumped I had no idea. She must have realized how stupid it was as well, because in the next second we were both laughing our asses off.

The door opened suddenly and Angel, Lacey, Elektra, Cherry and Spider all piled into the bathroom. The five of them quickly huddled around Marjory and I on the floor and just leaned in for one of the most awkward group hugs ever.

“Are you okay, sweetie?” Angel asked.

I bit my lip to keep the tears from brimming up again. “No. I’m really not,” I admitted.

“What can we do to help?” Spider asked.

“Just tell us, and we’ll make it happen!” Cherry added.

Seeing Elektra nod excitedly broke away a piece of the numbness, and had me laughing again. It started with a quiet giggle, and built into a bubbling uncontrollable howl of laughter.

Suddenly, we were six grown women huddled in a pile, inside a five star hotel in NYC, looking like we’d been through a ringer each, and laughing our asses off. Each time I thought I could regain control, I would see the smudged running makeup of Cherry or Elektra, and it would set me off again.

After what felt like an hour of giggles, we finally calmed down. Marjory tucked my loose hair behind my ears. I took a folded piece of toilet paper to wipe the mascara trails off of Angel’s cheeks, while she did the same for Lacey.

“We’re such messes,” Cherry noted, fixing Marjory’s hair back into a neat bun.

“I have to go back,” I said to no one in particular.

Elektra was the first to argue. “Bullshit! You come home with me, Taze. I have family and friends and connections. I’ll hide you!” she swore, grabbing my hand.

Her earnest appeal to help me started a volley of comments around the group. Every scenario they threw out there was rejected for cause by Marjory or Lacey. Marjory, who had been in the worst of the worst environments her entire life, threw out the obvious doom, gloom, and death scenarios. Lacey, as an attorney, advised against each point for legal reasons, detailing the consequences for every proposed action.

Finally, Lacey cleared her throat. “She has to go back in order to leave, Elektra. She can’t just disappear,” Lacey said.

“Why though? Why can’t we hide her?” Cherry threw out there.

I laughed at the well intended plans. “You can’t hide a person in this day and age.”

Angel and Marjory shared a look that had all of us falling silent. “What?” Lacey asked.

Angel’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “What what?” she countered.

Cherry shook her head while wagging a finger at Angel and Marjory. “No what what,” she said in an over the top mimicry of Angel’s fake innocence. “I know that fucking look. What do you know that can get our girl out of this shit storm?”

“It wouldn’t work,” Angel threw out, shaking her head.

“What wouldn’t work? We don’t know if something won’t work, unless we work it out with Ally Mcbeal over here,” Spider said, hiking her thumb in Lacey’s direction.

“Yeah. Spill it,” Elektra added.

“The biggest issue with her disappearing is the trail, right? What if there didn’t need to be a trail for her to disappear?” Angel asked the group.

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“What the hell does that even mean?”

“How does someone disappear without a trace?”

“The police or the feds would find her and in a heartbeat. Phones, cards, C-C-TV... There are eyes everywhere, Angel. There are too many variables,” Lacey confirmed.

“I mean the only other option is to let him kill her!” Angel barked back. “Then we can just hope they find her fucking body!”

“What if they didn’t need a body?” Marjory asked, looking at Lacey.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“She’d have to move,” Lacey responded, almost absently as the two women ignored my question. “But it would be too suspicious.”

“What if it was a natural move?” Marjory added.

“Like, using the feds to push it?” Lacey asked back, her eyes starting to light up.

“I could call in that favor. They’d do it,” Marjory stated, nodding.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Cherry asked, now as confused as I was.

Angel, having heard the same conversation as the rest of us, started nodding. “They’ve been looking for a way in for years.”

“There can’t be any loose ends,” Lacey advised Angel and Marjory.

“She’d need outside witnesses. We can’t be involved,” Angel threw in, prompting the two women to nod in agreement.

“That can be arranged,” Marjory said, waving her hand at the idea.

“What the fuck are they talking about?” Spider whispered to me.

I shook my head. “I have no idea.”

“Then here’s what we’ll do. She goes back, moves to Delaware, and then we let them pull her in,” Marjory stated.

“They won’t do that without some sort of guarantee, and you know it,” Lacey stated, seeming to reject Marjory’s idea.

Having heard enough, I finally waved my hands in front of their faces. “Hello? I’m right here. What the fuck are you three going on about?” I demanded.

My shrill voice snapped their attention back to me. “You three can’t make plans for me without my consent. I’m not going to do shit for any of you, if you don’t start explaining what the fuck you’re talking about. Between this one,” I said, pointing at Marjory. “Hoping I disappear without a body, and you,” I growled pointing at Angel. “Are you saying I should be a fucking mole?!?”

Lacey’s jaw dropped open. “What? Where the fuck did you get that idea? They fucking kill you!” she acknowledged, seeming suddenly very indignant. “We want you to die without a body so that you can work with us.”

My jaw fell open. What the fuck was she saying? They were going to kill me so that Domenico’s people couldn’t? Absolutely not!

“No!” I shouted, pulling away from everyone and storming out of the bathroom.

“Taze, wait!” Angel called after me.

I stomped into my room and began packing my shit. I had heard enough to know that my options were death or dismemberment, and in either scenario I was dead. Domenico had taken enough from me as it was. I would run like hell before I let that son of a bitch kill me.

“Taze, stop. We need to talk,” Lacey interjected, grabbing the handful of clothes out of my hands and throwing them at my suitcase.

“About what?” I huffed, shoving her aside as I reached to grab more clothes from the closet.

“About getting your life back,” Angel stated, stepping into my room and closing the door so that only the three of us would be privy to this conversation.

I laughed at her. “And how do I do that? You going to take me back in time and make all the shit go away?” I asked.

When she looked awkwardly at Lacey, I laughed again. “Yeah, that’s what I thought. I have lived through and survived worse. I will find my own way out of this too.”

“Do you remember that time we went to the Caribbean?” Angel asked, changing the topic entirely.

“What about it?” I asked, folding my clothes and placing them neatly in my suitcase.

“You were so nervous about traveling. Never been on a plane, let alone traveled so far away from home,” Angel continued, taking a seat on the edge of the bed and grabbing a few garments to fold.

“Yeah. I remember being singled out by security and my best friend drugging me.”

Angel smiled, “You remember the shit, but you missed the show.”

“What show?” I huffed, dumping my shoes into the suitcase.

“Don’t you remember how it ended?” Angel asked.

I looked at her like she was an asshole for reminding me.”Yes. I remember being a fucking mess in tears,” I snarled.

Angel rolled her eyes, and leaned back on the bed. “See what you missed, was the power play that took place right in front of your very eyes. A muscle flex that had people jumping to make amends. Did you see that, Anastacia? Did you see when the women moved in to protect you?”

I stopped in my tracks, at a loss for words. When had these supposed women ever come to my rescue? I wanted to argue as much, but I couldn’t quite find the words to refute what she was saying.

“You have been carrying around a secret talisman of protection for years, little girl,” Angel continued, grabbing my wallet from the pile of things I was organizing on the bed. “Even before that, someone had decided that you needed to be protected. Looked after. Guided.”

When I just stared at her like she was crazy, she dumped my wallet out, removed three similarly marked business cards, and held them up for me to see.

“Is that supposed to mean something?” I asked, absolutely not getting what she was putting out there.

Lacey sighed loudly, grabbed me by the shoulders and turned me to face her. “You are so fucking smart and so stupid at the same time,” she stated, before shoving me to sit on the bed. “I can’t be here for this, Ang... Stop beating around the bush and lay out directly, or we’ll be here all fucking week.”

Angel chuckled and patted the open spot next to her as Lacey left the room and closed the door behind her. “Come here, little sister. It’s time you were initiated into the family.” 

“Are you familiar with the story of the weeping woman?” Angel asked.

I couldn’t help but snort at the turn of the topic again. “You mean la llorona? That one?” I asked.

“Yes. The same.

“Yeah. My aunt used to scare the shit out of my sister and I with that story when we were little,” I said, chuckling.

Angel smiled, then became serious again.

“Much like the stories from other wronged women in various cultures, the true story of the weeping woman has been distorted by men in power. The first weeping woman was not named Maria. She was Azteca, and born to a noble family. Families married to merge wealth and power. Her family married her in exchange for wealth and power, as they often did in those days.

“Her husband was good to her in the beginning, like they all are. But as the years passed on, his eyes began to wander. He became discontent with his wife, finding fault in everything she did. Rather than give him sons, she gave him two healthy daughters. As a woman of noble birth, she refused to be subservient to her husband because they were of equal status in Azteca society.

“One day, she found him with another woman. The woman was younger, though from a lesser family. The other woman was pregnant and later gave birth to a son.”

“Did she divorce him?” I asked, remembering that divorces only became taboo after the Spanish brought catholicism to the Americas.

“She tried to divorce him, but he silenced her. He beat her, locked her away, and threatened to sell their daughters if she did not do as she was told. During that time, the first born child stood to inherit everything, regardless of its gender. It was common for mothers to pass all of their wealth to their children once they came of age, and in turn the eldest would care for their parents until their dying day.

“The man knew that his son would never inherit the wealth of their family so long as the daughters lived, so he hatched a plan with the mistress to drown the girls. The youngest fell into a raging river, her body washed away in a flood. The eldest was later found in the bottom of a well, assumed to have fallen in. The two deaths, though equally tragic, seemed unrelated and were eventually ruled accidents by the elders.

“Years passed and the woman remained in seclusion, mourning the loss of her daughters. Unwilling to share the marital bed with her husband, the man was finally allowed to bring the mistress home in order to continue the family line. The mistress, not content with living on the fortunes of others, continued to sow discord between the husband and wife. In a fit of rage, the mistress admitted that the daughters’ deaths were not accidents and the wife would soon join them.

“The wife broke out of the house and wandered the streets, sobbing uncontrollably for seven days. The villagers complained of her wailing, as she begged for justice for her daughters. ‘Mis hijas! Mis hijas!’”

“I was told that she drowned her own children,” I admitted, now completely engrossed in the story Angel told.

Angel shook her head sadly. “She did not kill her own children.”

“So what happened to her?” I asked, pulling my knees up to my chest and hugging them.

“Late one stormy night, she died in the streets while calling for her daughters. The mistress became overwhelmed with guilt at what she had done, and thought the wife was haunting her. She swore that on rainy nights, the dead wife stood beneath their windows calling for her daughters. Unable to sleep in peace, she became hysterical and admitted their wrongdoings to the elders.

“The husband and mistress were put to death, and the son, as the father had intended, inherited everything. But having wealth was not enough to squash the rumors of what his parents had done. He was forever burdened with the deaths of the sisters he did not know. It was the son who told the story of the weeping woman first to his grandchildren. But rather than tell the tale of his mother’s crimes, he amended the story to that of a mother killing two children in a fit of jealousy.”

“But that isn’t what happened!” I interjected.

Angel looked at me and smirked. “What part is incorrect?”

“The woman didn’t kill her own children.”

“He never said a mother killed her own children. He simply stated that a mother killed two children in a fit of jealousy.”

My jaw dropped in disbelief. “What the fuck. So his mother killed two children that weren’t her own because she was jealous of what another woman had.”

“Yes.”

“And that was misconstrued to be a cautionary tale of a woman killing her own children and wandering the world as a ghost....” I concluded.

“Yes.”

I bit my lips now unsure that any of this had to do with our previous conversations. Angel must have recognized where my thoughts were going so she finished connecting the dots without any prompting from me.

“In many cultures around the world, women were once considered equals with men. But as religious ideologies changed, it became paramount that women be put in their place. They lost the rights to own land or even have autonomy of their own bodies. They were traded, sold, and slaughtered for the benefit of men in positions of power and wealth.

“Women began helping each other in secret. Through tea parties, parlor games, and underground networks, they traded secrets and money for safety. Our organization is rooted in these earliest movements.”

“What do you mean? Like a women’s shelter?” I asked uncertain as to what I was being pulled into. “I don’t want to go into a shelter, Angel.”

Angel rolled her eyes at me. “The weeping women are a network of women who help women, mostly through overt charitable actions.... But sometimes they do things in the dark to make sure that certain evils never see the light of day.”

“What do you mean by doing shit in the dark?” I asked.

Angel sighed, looking up at the ceiling for a moment as if trying to recall specific examples. “Like killing an unfaithful man before he can ruin a nation. Like bankrupting a corporation to prevent it from funding terrorists or cartels who trade in children and women. Not everything that needs to happen can happen through legal channels when lives are at stake,” she explained.

“Okay,” I said, shrugging the implication off. “You have to get your hands dirty to clean up a mess. I get that. That still doesn’t explain why you are telling me all of this.”

“We are able to do all that we do by having invisible hands, Taze. We help women leave the hells they are living in, and in return they become ghosts; able to move without anyone noticing them and do deeds that require dirty hands.”

“How does that work?” I asked.

“Officially? They are dead. Unofficially, we’ve given them new identities and permanent places of security within the organization. In return, they work to help other women around the world,” Angel explained.

“And you want me to do what? Die and be a gofer for your weeping women? Sorry, but that’s not going to happen. I can’t just disappear and pretend like I don’t have family. I can’t just leave them behind. It would kill me,” I swore as my eyes began to burn.

Angel bit her cheek as she pulled me into her side in a half hug. “I know this is a lot to take in, and before you make a decision you need to know the scope of what we do.”

Over the next two hours Angel filled me in on nearly everything about her organization. Every public and private move they had made to help women over the past three generations.

“So why me?” I asked. “What is so special about me that you all want to recruit me? Is it because I had a fucked up childhood? Because I was raped? What about my story screams, ’recruit Anastacia,’ huh?”

Whatever I expected her to say, it wasn’t what I heard. I was prepared to hear all sorts of responses. Mentally, I expected her to confirm that my traumas were enough. I was not prepared for the truth. I was not prepared at all.

“Your mother. Your mother wanted you recruited.”

“Bullshit!” I yelled, jumping off the bed and swearing at Angel. “You almost fucking had me! Jesus, I was seriously fucking believing you. You want to recruit me? You don’t get to use the fucked up relationship with my dead mother as leverage!” I continued, drawing the attention of the others.

The door to the room swung wide open as Marjory and the others came barreling in, seemingly ready to break up a brawl.

My eyes landed on Marjory and I nearly came unhinged.

“And you! Were you a part of this?” I screamed, my voice breaking.

It was too much. All of it. My money was gone. The man I thought loved me, had mutilated my body in the worst act of betrayal I could imagine, and the women I considered my sisters were using my dead mother to manipulate me.

“I can’t do this,” I sobbed, falling on my knees to the floor.

“What did you say to her?” Cherry asked, rushing to me and trying to hug my huddled, trembling body as the sobs broke me.

Tears I hadn’t known I had in me, burst out. Everything about my life had been lies. My childhood, a lie. My life in Philly, a lie. My independence... All lies.

I never had a choice. Nothing was mine.

“I told her the truth,” Angel stated, preparing to leave the room.

Marjory sighed in resignation. “I told you not to do it this way. This was going to be too much for her. You should have waited.”

“And when would you have told her? When it was too late to do anything? She needs to know, to know that there was always a way out. If we don’t do it now, she’ll never walk away,” Angel said just before walking out the door.

“Tell her what?” Elektra asked.

“I have no idea what’s going on,” Spider whispered back.

Cherry must have mouthed something because the room was suddenly quiet again, just the two of us hunkered on the floor.

“You okay, Taze?” she murmured rubbing my back.

“No,” I croaked.

“You want to talk about it?”

“Not really.”

“Okay.”

I fell asleep in Cherry’s arms, having cried myself to sleep. When I woke up, my head was resting on a pillow on Cherry’s lap. She was leaned up against the bed, her head resting on the hotel bed. Spider and Elektra were camped on either side of Cherry, while Lacey, Angel and Marjory sat across from us leaned up against the wall.

“We need to talk,” Marjory stated. Something about her tone snapped me out of whatever emotional funk I was in. This was how she spoke when she was in business mode, once upon a time at the Marquessa.

I sat up, my movements waking Cherry and the other two in a domino effect of shuffling bodies.

“Please don’t,” I whispered. My throat felt parched from crying, and I had no doubt that my eyes were swollen from the emotional upheavals.

“Well, you don’t really have a choice, and I am out of time. So this is happening,” she declared, staring at me sternly.

I couldn’t help feeling like I was about to be chastised by the school principal.

“When you first came to Philly, you couldn’t get a job. You were too young, too inexperienced. Your mother was worried about you being taken advantage of. So... Like mothers do, she asked a friend to be on the lookout for you. That was how you ended up being referred to the Marquessa after being turned down by so many shops. Caroline knew your mother and thought it best if she just sent you to me,” Marjory explained.

“We have business cards, and then we have passage cards. When Caroline gave you her card and sent you to me, it was so that I would keep an eye on you. Look out for you, as one of our own.”

I scrunched my brows trying to remember what card she was talking about.

“It was obvious from the start you had no idea what the hell was going on, so I just left you to your own devices. You were hard working, didn’t complain, and you were respectful. As much as I might have had reservations when you came on, you grew on me. Sassy mouth and all,” she huffed, rolling her eyes.

I barely contained the smirk, listening to her talk about the stupid girl that was me. There was so much I didn’t know about the world, and I was realizing that there was still so much I needed to learn.

“You’re a smart girl, Anastacia. You would have found your footing eventually. But your mother got you in the door and under our protection,” Angel added.

“I have been with these women since I was saved from a pimp at 13. Thirty years, I have done all that I can to protect women. To help them move forward in life instead of being kicked down and shoved back,” Marjory continued.

“Angel came to me when she was 15. Cherry was 17, and Spider 20. Elektra was born in the family, so this is all she’s ever known. You, you were smuggled in and sheltered as best we could. But you’re a magnet for trouble,” Marjory chuckled.

“So what do you do, exactly?” I asked. “What’s your role?”

“Oh, that’s a... That’s a tough question. I do a lot of things, but mainly I manage an information network.”

“And the others?” I asked, looking around the room.

“We got Lacey into a law firm that can represent our people, and best serve our interests. Angel has ties in law enforcement through her husband and his family. The other three are runners. They move shit around the city and the country, based on what we need and who we have available,” she continued.

“So you use them as drug mules?” I asked, shocked that they would possibly want that from me as well.

“If we need to. It’s not just drugs. There are weapons, too, but mostly they move people. Women or children that we need to shelter. Usually children that we have rescued from traffickers, but the drugs and weapons grease wheels.”

“And what do you want me to do?” I asked.

Marjory licked her lips unsure how to proceed. She shared glances with Lacey and Angel before Angel finally answered.

“We want to take over Domenico’s territory, and we need you to do it.”

“What would I have to do?”

Again the three shared knowing looks, before Lacey answered this one.

“You’d have to die, Anastacia. You are the only one to get this close to him in years, and you have to die so we can take him down.”

“What if I don’t want to die?” I countered, feeling my stomach acid beginning to roll and bubble again.

Angel rolled her eyes. “You wouldn’t really die.”

“Not if we can help it, anyway,” Cherry added, patting my hand.

“I don’t need to tell you, Domenico is not a good person. There’s what you know, and so much more-”

“And worse!” Elektra added.

“And worse,” Marjory agreed. “That you don’t know anything about.”

I shook my head like I was waiting for the big dirty secrets. “And? What are the terrible and worst stories?” I prodded.

“Human trafficking, especially women and young girls. Prostitution, exploitation, weapons, drugs, murder.... Do you want the list by count? Or can we leave it generalized?” Lacey asked.

“Give me something specific. One thing. One specific thing he’s done,” I demanded, sitting up a little straighter.

Marjory looked directly at Angel. The two had some unspoken conversation, because their expressions were saying thousands of things. Finally, Angel nodded.

“Do you remember the fight in the alley?” Marjory asked.

I nodded. I would never forget how terrified and enraged I had been when that man had slapped Marjory. I still don’t remember everything that happened, but the fallout was crystal clear in my mind.

“When I kicked the dude’s ass for hitting you?” I asked to be sure.

“The dude was Domenico, Taze,” Marjory stated softly.

“What? No. That guy was just a punk. Domenico.... That wasn’t him,” I argued, brows scrunched in denial.

“Anastacia.” Angel said my name like I was an idiot, and she was trying to coax me into doing the right thing. “You nearly killed Domenico, defending Marjory and I.”

“No. That can’t be right. Roman’s his uncle. If Roman knew, that would mean Domenico would have to have known it was me, and he would have killed me not fucking dated me,” I continued denying.

“Roman never said a word,” Marjory clarified.

“Then how does he know it was me?” I asked as memories of interactions with Domenico began to flitter through my brain like watching a reel of take outs and out clips.

“It was Iryna,” Angel stated.

“Why would she do that?”

“Because Marjory blacklisted her after she hit you,” Lacey said.
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“OH, FUCK,” CHERRY WHISPERED.

“If he knew, I would be dead already,” I whispered back, shaking my head in hard denial.

“Wait. Why are you whispering?” Elektra chimed in.

No one said a word. It was quiet for so long it felt like my ears were ringing. But it occurred to me that maybe things weren’t as bad as we thought they were. Maybe Domenico didn’t believe it was me, or maybe we had enough feeling between us that it could be left in the past. Right?

“Okay. Let’s say he knows. What are my options, Marj?” I asked, my voice shakier than I would have liked.

Marjory sighed, and it looked like she aged before my eyes, the faint lines around her mouth seeming more pronounced than ever as her lips formed her thinking pout. Marjory’s pursed lips looked like a pout due to the fullness of her lips. The more I stared, waiting for a response, the more I noticed how much she had changed in these few years.

When she had removed her long braided locks, and transitioned to the more intricate braids zigzagging her the top and sides of her head? She had lost a bit of weight, but I couldn’t be certain if it was due to stress or a deliberate effort on her part. Sitting in front of me, deep in thought, shoulders practically slouched in resignation, it felt like she was carrying the weight of the world on her shoulders.

We all exchanged looks and I swear it was like a death sentence hanging over my head.

“There’s only two ways out, Taze, baby,” Marjory started. “And no matter which option it comes down to, the woman you are is going to be gone.”

It wasn’t the death sentence I was expecting, but it was still the end of my life at the end of the day.

“There has to be another way,” Spider pleaded, trying to convince Marjory. “Lace?” She asked, looking imploring at our inhouse legal expert.

Lacey rubbed her face before responding. “If we do this the legal route, she goes into witness protection. New name, new identity, and she runs with a target on her back.”

“If we pull her in, pull her out entirely, she can live in the shadows. Move freely, live a life. But either way, her family has to believe she died,” Marjory added.

“What if there was a way in between?” Elektra threw in.

“What? Like take down a mafia spanning eight states? We don’t have the people or the power to move that mountain, sweetie,” Angel said, shaking her head.

“I need to think. I can’t decide this right now. I need my family. My grandparents-” I started, before my throat choked up.

“You don’t have to make a decision right now,” Marjory reassured me. “You can think about it. We can put people around you, so you’re safe for the time being, but even that comes with risks.”

“Like what?” I asked, feeling even a little bit of breathing time was better than making a decision at that moment.

“I can get you a burner phone, and a cover to go with it. Take a few days to think about it. Just don’t start anything with him without backup, or there’s no guarantee that we can get you out.”

I nodded. It wouldn’t be perfect but it was enough. “Wait. I can’t have a second phone. Domenico has our place swept damn near daily. The maids are fucking notorious for ratting his own men out for every infraction.”

“Gladys!” Elektra shouted, making us jump.

“What the hell is a Gladys?”

Marjory, Angel, and Lacey exchanged a look, and began discussing quietly

“Gladys...” Angel pondered.

“I didn’t even think of using Gladys.”

“She’s been out for a long time, do you think she’d go for it?”

The three turned to look at me and smiled. “For Taze? She’d do whatever needed to be done.”

I leaned over to Cherry, still confused. “Who is Gladys?”

Cherry smiled. “Gladys is....um...she’s the oldest weeping woman.”

“Like how old? Like 50?” I asked.

Spider chuckled. “She’s gotta be at least 80!”

My jaw dropped. Eighty? “Like eight zero?”

Marjory and the other two finished their quiet deliberations. “Call her. Make the necessary arrangements. If she isn’t willing, we’ll find another way,” Marjory directed Angel.

Angel didn’t hesitate and left to grab her phone, leaving Marjory and Lacey to explain the new options. We sat there, on the floor of the hotel bedroom for another hour discussing the plan forward. It was getting late by the time we finished, and I still needed to get back to Philly. Either way I chose, it was going to be ugly and the drive back would give me time to process everything.

Convincing Domenico to move was easier than I thought it would be. Lacey sent me a list of places tied to the weeping women for me to pick through. More than half were what mami would have called decent apartments. I wouldn’t move into them. I refused to even look at them and threw away the list.

Cherry sent me a new list with three condos, one was over the top ridiculous boasting gold plated appliances. It looked tacky as fuck in the pictures so I chucked the listing.

Finally narrowed down to the final two, I asked Domenico if he had time to go look at apartments. Marjory had a realtor ready to meet us, and she did not disappoint.

She took us to the nicest listing first. I watched as Domenico grumbled about this feature or that, unwilling to commit to the first property we came to.

That was fine. I gave the woman a subtle nod and the tour continued to more expensive units offering less security and zero amenities. We traveled all over Wilmington, all areas I knew from growing up here, but had never visited because I was poor.

Rockland. Greenville. Talleyville. There was even a freaking castle in Winterthur.

By the end of the third day touring all over the city, and each unit getting more expensive per square foot, he was done.

“Fuck it. Is the first one still available?” He asked, grumbling as we left yet another building.

The realtor shuffled her paperwork and stepped away to make the call. Domenico pulled me against his chest and hugged me.

“Dolce, do you know how much I want to choke that woman right now? Did she not understand what I was asking for?” he grumbled.

“She did,” I countered, chuckling. “The first place ticked every single one of your boxes. It was the only one, and she said it wouldn’t get any better when you wanted to see more.”

“Next time, I will let you handle all of this nonsense.”

I couldn’t help my body stiffening in his arms. My mind was a whirlwind of conflicting emotions. He wanted to be with me. He wanted us to live together.

“Did I say something wrong?” He asked, leaning back to look at me.

I shook my head and smiled. “No. I just... I didn’t know if you were getting tired of me yet. Hearing you talk about doing this again makes me think we could go the distance,” I admitted.

Domenico sighed and pulled me back into his arms. “I wouldn’t go through this much trouble for anyone else.”

“I have good news and bad news,” the realtor announced, rejoining us. “The apartment you wanted has already been leased, but another in the same building is about to be listed. We can go now, take a look, and if you like it’s yours.”

Domenico’s head tipped back and he grumbled a bunch of incoherent words, while squeezing me. I couldn’t stop the giggle that bubbled up, enjoying this childish side of him.

I hugged him tightly and smiled at the realtor. “Let’s go see it.”

The apartment was actually a lot nicer. I couldn’t believe that anyone who owned a flat this nice would dare to rent it out, and voiced as much to the realtor.

“Old money in this area. Investing in rental properties is a means to lower tax liabilities,” she explained as she showed me the two bedrooms.

Domenico had stepped out to take a call, and told me to decide. For an apartment it actually had two levels. The central area was an open floor plan with high vaulted ceilings. The two bedrooms, and a balcony overlooking the living area were raised up as a second floor, making a U shape.

Large windows looked out over a small town area filled with rolling gardens and a well maintained park.

“Should I call them and say you want it?”

I wanted to say yes, but I needed Domenico to weigh in. I gave her a signal to wait just one moment while I quickly went to the front door to confirm the decision with him.

When I opened the door, I expected to find him still on the phone. I did not expect to find him cornered by a woman with a very curvy figure. If this had been a year ago, I might have lost my temper. But seeing this woman, who had to be at least 70, propositioning the head of the largest organized crime syndicate in the US was...

“I’m sorry, dear. Are you busy? The agent needs to speak with us,” I stated with as much sugar as I could manage.

“Oh thank Christ!” Domenico gasped, attempting to slide away from his cornered position without touching the woman.

The woman turned to me and I had to admit that she was beautiful. She had a classic sex appeal that just never aged badly. Like Sofia Loren.

“And who’s your new friend?” I asked, once Domenico had safely extricated himself from the silver vixen and moved me to stand between them.

“I was just saying hello to the nice fella here. He looked a bit lost, all alone in the hall. Nice young men are easy to take advantage of these days,” she purred, smiling sweetly towards me.

“This is my-”

“Husband! Her husband!” Domenico clarified to the women.

I had to bite my lips not to laugh out loud at his obvious discomfort in being so wantonly objectified. “My husband, Domenico. My name is Anastacia. We’re hoping to move to the area.”

Gladys’s eyes raked up and down Domenico’s body, causing him to obviously shiver behind me. “Well, in that case.... Welcome to the neighborhood, kitten,” she directed at my man before turning her gaze back to me. “It’s lovely to meet you, Stacia, darling. I’ll see you around.”

“Well, it was lovely to meet you too, Gladys. Wasn’t it, babe?” I asked with all of the restraint I could muster. I wanted to laugh so hard, I was practically shaking.

Domenico quickly shuffled back into the apartment leaving me to wave goodbye to our soon to be new neighbor.

“I feel fucking disgusting,” Domenico shivered.

“Welcome to the world of women,” I cackled, patting him on the back as I pulled him back to the kitchen where the realtor waited.

“Well? This place is a steal. They’re asking 2500. The current tenants will be out by the end of the week. They can get a cleaning crew in over the weekend, and you could be unlocking that door and saying, ‘home, sweet home,’ by Monday!” she rattled off cheerfully.

I didn’t say anything, and just looked at Domenico expectantly.

“We’ll take it. I’ll have the payments transferred as soon as we’re done here,” he agreed.

Before I could squeal in delight he held up a finger. “You deal with that woman. I don’t want her anywhere near me again,” he warned.

I nodded, giggling. “Okay! Is it okay if I call nana and pops and let them know we’re moving back?”

Domenico rolled his eyes like he was annoyed by the thought of my family visiting, but we both knew I hadn’t let them see where we lived before and I wouldn’t let them near this place either. “It’s fine.”

The realtor smiled brightly. “Excellent. And whose name should I put on the lease?”

I didn’t hesitate. “Mine. Anastacia Garcia Martinez. Here’s my driver’s license.”
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