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        andiamo – here we go

        buona notte – good night

        ciao – hello

        consigliere – advisor

        diletto – darling

        famiglia – family

        Fantastico! – Fantastic!

        grazie – thank you
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        Oddio! – Oh God!

        principessa – princess

        polizia – police

        rosso – red

        saluti – greetings, usually a toast

        signorina – miss
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      I don’t need eyes to understand women look at me every day, judging me, resenting me, and possibly wishing they were me. They think I’m a trophy wife for an elderly man, except I don’t wear a ring, nor do I have a husband.

      It’s not customary for Italians to drive extravagant cars in Italy. I toss the keys to my Rolls Royce to the valet. I wink at him and make my way into the fancy boutiques like I own them.

      It helps that I have a wardrobe that would have any fashion model peeing with excitement as I walk by tourists in my Givenchy shoes. There is nothing I cannot afford, well, that was until my funds were cut off. Sure I have other income, but the extra I get from being in the family adds up quickly.

      I wander around the boutique and refuse to be helped. I’ll know the outfit when I see it. Eureka.

      I find what I’m looking for and make a purchase before heading to my next stop. I pick up a cappuccino at the train station’s café and decide a panini might not be a bad idea as the melted ham and cheese on fresh pressed bread sitting on a plate next to me is too tempting to pass up. I have important errands to accomplish today, the shopping is my cover. The train doors close, making the noise of an airlocked waterproof pod. Which is funny because winter is our rainy season.

      The train will take me to another town. I watch the people on the platform disappear as we pull out of the station. The scenery changes from urban to empty fields in the countryside because farmers have harvested their crops. When we’re up to speed, the landscape becomes a blur. I turn to my phone to pass the time.

      I text my best friend Sophia and figure she’s not answering as she works in a café. I remember the last time we were out together was at my dad’s funeral two months ago.

      Has it been that long already?

      His funeral was as unnatural as his death. People stood around to pay their respects dressed in black, but there were no tears. My brother, Mario, whispered to the boss of the Calabrese family. They are like two deadly snakes in the grass. Only my brother is the mongoose, and Angelo Calabrese doesn’t know that—yet.

      I’m a woman surrounded by sharks, and the made men look at me like I’m bait.

      Not the I want to fuck you type of bait. No, their eyes are filled with darkness and solemn faces that turn away every time our eyes meet. They are up to something sinister, so I’m always looking over my shoulder.

      Cowards. They may wear tight shirts and show off their muscles, but they don’t know what I’m capable of. Only Dad knew, and he liked to keep secrets.

      I’m not privy to the changes that will inevitably occur after his demise, but I should be. My brother's moods change faster than the seasons. Summer is still here. The earth is brimming with beautiful foliage representing new life, but my world is bleak.

      I can’t escape fast enough. I need to leave this compound of misery behind me.

      Bastards.

      What did I do to be treated as an outsider? I look out the window of the modern train as I remember how Sofia stood next to me. We both abhorred my father for his dealings in human trafficking. She’s a sweet girl, related to someone in the rank and file of families. She’s been my only friend for as long as I can remember. She’s petite with straight brown hair and a pert nose I envy.

      We met in middle school. She’s the only person I ever talked to about my life because she’s also inside the organization. We found solace in talking to each other about all the things we couldn’t share with anyone else.

      That common denominator made us instant friends. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for her. We have to stick together, especially since we’re both women in a male-dominated environment.

      She had put her arm through mine as we watched over what was left of my father being lowered into the ground. I'd noticed her extra thick makeup job to cover up the black eye she'd gotten that week, and I regretted not having time to talk lately. I need to do something before he kills her.

      Try as I might, she loved Guido, and being young, she rushed into marriage last year. It’s a decision she regretted shortly after the honeymoon. I never date men in the ‘family’—it’s a rule I never break.

      Besides, my Krav Maga instructor was a great guy and an attentive lover. My only real lover. The time I spent with him was the only time I let my guard down, but not the guard around my heart.

      I became an expert at martial arts and any means of defense I thought would come in handy. To me, my mentor provided sanctuary. My family doesn’t need to know about him. And in that respect, he is protected, and I only share tidbits about my personal life. No one ever gets the entire story.

      He knows I have a dark past and have been knocked around. That rage is powerful enough for me to hurt someone if I want to, even without a gun.

      Dad’s untimely death triggered many things. There will be a battle for a new don, and my position has already changed. I’m not the daughter of a don if he’s dead. I’m no one, and that was made clear to me after his death when I wasn’t allowed to visit the girls in their squalor ‘safe’ house. The girls are a commodity. Traded, bartered, and worse. Forced into prostitution, they are hooked on drugs, and they will never be the same, even if they can escape. But no one ever escapes.

      I was pissed when I heard a rumor that the girls are off-limits to me now. That, and the building tension between Sofia and Guido, escalated my own anger issues. It might be the reason I feel I have nothing left to lose. Mom won’t suffer from my actions, seeing as how she left after the funeral. Mom is with a man she loves, and I’m alone.

      I’d love nothing more than to beat Guido to a pulp, but these matters are to be kept in-house. I’m not exempt from following family rules. My brothers are not to be trusted, and I must be careful how far I push the limits of their non-existent patience.

      I showed Sofia some defense moves, but she’s not me. We both knew she was fucked, but neither of us said it. As a last resort, I suggested she try to make him happy. But we all know that men who beat women don’t do it because they are unhappy, it’s control. The type of control that is subtle in the beginning, a sentence here and there that one makes allowances for. Then, as time goes on, the realization hits that everything out of his mouth is demeaning.

      I wish he would fuck up with the family so they could take care of the problem for us. Sofia isn’t part of our inner circle, so there was no protection from my dad or, as it stands now, the Calabrese family.

      I thought I’d take the matter into my own hands, seeing as how I excel at tech things and have connections of my own. I used to follow my brothers without them knowing. I learned how they operate and how things really worked behind the scenes—as much as anyone outside of their patriarchial society.

      But in this matter with Guido, I can’t use their resources. It would give away what I know and raise questions I don’t want to answer. I’ve become streetwise and savvy at many skill sets, all of which I keep to myself because it makes life easier for a potential foe to underestimate me. I always have a backup plan, too. By that, I mean I know how to disappear before someone disappears from me.

      So here I am, a month later, using a disguise because there are security cameras everywhere. I’m on a train to take me to another part of Italy for fake identification. I’m having two passports made, one for me and one for Sophia. With today’s holograms, pictures, and chips, it’s a real art form—and expensive.

      Two weeks later, I picked up the documents, but when I returned home, Sofia wasn’t answering her phone. I assume her husband was around, and she couldn’t talk. But when night stretched into the next day, I got a sinking feeling in my gut.

      I know better than to ask her husband, who is openly seeing another woman. I can only assume he did something to Sofia, the new version of divorce. His new girl parades around in her unnatural curves built by butt and boob implants. She is definitely top-heavy by design. Her gloss-covered lips are overstated and akin to that of a porn star. I’m sure fillers were involved. No one has lips that plump without it.

      Guido parades her around like a prized filly when he meets my brothers for guys’ date nights, the nights not meant for the wives.

      I’m mourning the loss of my friend. I have no idea what might have happened to her, and I fear the worst. Did he have her killed? Has she been sold into prostitution? She might be in one of our houses for the girls being trafficked. They’d be stupid to keep her this close to home. There’s no telling where they will send her to prevent someone in our community from recognizing her.

      The men don’t tell the women anything, but we stick together and have a way of finding things out through our network. I say ‘we’ because I’m a woman, and I’m disgusted by these man-pigs who treat us like property.

      I’ve managed to dodge the bullet because of my birthright and status. Plus, I have come from money, and money comes in handy. All my life, I had the protection of my father, but do I have it with my brothers? Or the Calabrese family?

      I’ve been to where the wives are sent after their husbands discard them. It’s a condo building that’s run more like a ghetto with armed guards. Sure, they have a roof over their head, and the kids are fed, but they are not free to leave.

      The sons are usually taken away from their mothers and given to grandparents until they can be trained as soldiers. Mafia husbands don’t trust angry wives; when the relationship hits a dead end, the women pay the price.

      I do what I can to help, but it’s limited and fleeting.

      Sofia’s disappearance bothers me. I have no idea if she’s dead or alive, but I’m making it my mission to find out.

      Knowing how cold-blooded her husband is, I have to be careful. I’m a Conti but hey, in the mafia, there is no limit on how many family members can be killed by their own blood.

      I’m on thin ice already for helping the girls in these shitty brothels, but the organization tolerates me as my presence keeps the girls calm.

      Sofia’s husband, Guido, lives up to the stereotypical American bastardization of the name as a bad guy. Sofia’s parents are afraid to speak to me when I knock on their apartment door. They could only whisper through it to let me know they hadn’t heard from her before they asked me to leave.

      It pisses the men off when I try to mediate on behalf of the girls and get them much-needed medical attention. I abhor what’s happening in these above-ground dungeons, but I can’t set the girls free because my own family would kill me.

      Dressed in sneakers, an old shirt, and jeans, I drop by the compound to take food and some womanly items to the women. On my way in, I see my brother, and as I brush past him, he puts his arm up.

      “What are you doing, Fausto?” I ask as he stops me at the door.

      “You’re not allowed in. We got a new crew of guys and new girls. The word is you aren’t welcome around here. Your access codes have been revoked, too, I just thought you’d want to know. You aren’t on security anymore either, so I guess you are out of a job,” he taunts.

      “Give me a break, you know some of these girls will be beaten to death,” I try to reason with him, but he’s not budging. It’s amazing how his voice is like Dad’s, and now his behavior follows suit.

      With my martial arts training, I could break his arm before he could stop me, but I don’t take the bait. It would ruin the element of surprise and the less he knows about me, the safer I am.

      “Where did the girls go?” I look toward the woods as if to ask if they’re buried in a ditch. The drugs take a toll on their bodies and the girls never last long. It seems the only way out of here is in a garbage bag.

      “Dunno, you can ask Angelo if you want,” he suggests in a mocking manner as if I really want to talk to the new don. “Or you might want to check out the Micheli family.”

      “Fuck Angelo,” I spat at him which is dangerous since he’s in the ranks, but he’s also my brother. I rely on the blood being thicker between us than him and Angelo. They can both be sons of bitches. “What about the Micheli family?”

      “All I know is that money was exchanged, and we got word to move the girls out in a box truck. That’s it. Sofia is gone.”

      “I doubt that we would do any business with the Micheli family.” I sneer, knowing we’ve had a long-standing feud with them.

      How did he know Sofia was missing? Is he implying she went to the Michelis?

      “Watch it, sis,” he hisses in my ear.

      Weird that after Dad dies, and most probably at Dante’s hand, we’re in bed with them. I haven’t given Angelo Calabrese, the new don, enough credit for patching up those old wounds. It crosses my mind that Angelo might have been in on my father’s murder if what he’s saying is true. Angelo certainly stands to profit the most, now that I think about it.

      As I turn to leave, Fausto mentions something about our rivals in Florence getting in on the trafficking. I find this hard to believe as they looked down on us for the same thing. And if that’s a fact, he’s telling me something I wasn’t supposed to know. I can’t figure out his end game. Things in this world are rarely as they appear. Even with my experience growing up in this dark world, it’s still hard to separate fact from fiction.

      These men are cunning, otherwise, they wouldn’t be good at their jobs. My brothers lie out of both sides of their mouths. They make a living at it, and they’ve been doing it for generations.

      I can’t say I was surprised when my brothers, Mario and Fausto, joined the Calabrese family because they outnumbered us, and Angelo was the consigliere for my dad, so it makes sense of a sort. By my brothers giving the Calabreses their support, they sold out for top positions.

      How long will they be content with that? Didn’t they plan to get Dad’s spot? Now, they act as if everything is fine. Something is amiss. I view it as them selling out for an easy ride.

      Traitors!

      After Dad died, that prick, Angelo, had the nerve to push me aside like I’m dirty dishwater that needs to be tossed out the window. When I ask for basic items to make life tolerable for the hostages, he gets nasty, and now he’s denying all my humanitarian requests. I’m sure it will cut into his profits.

      Little does he know that if he or anyone else comes after me, I will kill them. I’ve been watching my back since I was a kid, and now I’m on high alert. I have no one to protect me. I could be a liability, even though it’s uncommon to kill off a don’s daughter. Besides, I am the person who makes public appearances for our donations to charity. I frequent the gym and trained some female boxers, and by no means do I splash myself around on personal social media.

      My brothers love their luxurious sports cars and act like big shots around. They frequently run up huge bar tabs and pick them up for others. They would get more of Dad’s estate if they had me killed. I’m beginning to think I’m no longer safe in my home.

      Instinct kicks in, and I’m beginning to see myself more like Sofia—trapped with no free will. My every move is being watched around here. I hate these men and what they stand for. The thought of Sophia being prostituted sickens me. She must be found, and the clock is ticking.
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        * * *

      

      Antonio and Fausto think I’m no longer relevant, but I’d love to show them. Growing up with every privilege imaginable, I had no idea what it would be like to live without family money.

      Due to the issues with the estate attorney, I curse my brothers for trying to screw me. They make me look like I’m a thief, and it’s terrible to hate the only blood family I have left. But I do.

      I am so blinded by anger I don’t know how sane or insane this mission is, and once my mind is made up, it rarely changes.

      The Calabreses didn’t even have the balls to tell me of their new rules, nor did Angelo apologize for cutting me off. No concessions were made, and my blood boils, judging from my racing heartbeat. My brothers must be thankful that they weren’t taken out in the vacuum that follows an empty seat at the head of the table. I find it odd how the regime changed over without the blood bath that always takes place after a don’s death.

      I box up my apartment and use a fake ID for the storage unit before leaving town. I have to protect my personal possessions. I don’t care about the lush furniture and material items I’ve collected over the years.

      Sentimental items can’t be replaced. I protect those in the event that my apartment is torched. Besides, I have to leave a number of items, so no one is the wiser that I’m not off visiting Grandma, which is something I normally do, but particularly true after Dad’s death.

      Is Sofia out there? Could she be in Florence? Maybe. I owe it to her to check it out. And there is only one way to find out. I’ve researched the family for a week, and my impression leads me to believe Sal is easier to get to than Dante.

      Besides, a hit on Dante would spark fury at home, and it wouldn’t end in my favor. I doubt Angelo wants to spend money on war as his first order of business as the new don. His agenda doesn’t need to be written, he’s trying to earn respect and put more money in his men’s pockets.

      I pack all my hacking gear, workout clothes, and tons of designer items for every occasion, as I’ll have to infiltrate the Micheli family and find out who they are and where they are weak.

      It’s risky, but it needs to be done. I will do this under the cloak of darkness starting tonight as my brother isn’t home. I text him I’m going to visit Grandma in Sicily. He knows I’m not the type to take an actual vacation. Grandma is different and won’t look suspicious.

      I make a quick call to Grams. She just needs to cover for me, and my getaway is complete. I have one last detail to cover before assuming my alias. I break my phone, stomping on it the hard heel of my boot before I open my Zippo, squeeze lighter fluid on it, and light a match. I switch to my burner phone. Now I’m off the grid. I took care of the GPS in my car the day it arrived in my driveway, but I checked for portable trackers just to be safe. One can never be too careful.

      I slide into the plush leather seats in my luxury car and make the trip to my brother’s house. He’s working nights, so no one will be there. He’s predictable, a creature of habit. It’s also a dangerous way to live in our world.

      The hard rock music on the radio bothers me, so I turn the station to Italian music and take a sip of the iced coffee I grabbed on the way over. It’s the perfect drink when it’s too hot for coffee. I can’t wait for winter to come.

      Oddly, I was a precocious child, and after asking a million questions, I came up with my own solutions. And they clicked when I started with karate around the same time Dad insisted on kicking me around like a soccer ball. He assumed it would toughen us all up, and my brothers also got their licks. At the time, there was no way I was going into the family business.

      I was taught I could be abducted as the child of a don, but my motivation for learning self-defense was due to its usefulness to me on a daily basis at home. It was my first silver lining that I took advantage of to ward off not only Dad but eventually my brothers with a few well-aimed kicks.

      The music can’t keep my mind from the past, and in retrospect, I can blame Dad for not having friends in my life. Dear old fucking piece of shit Dad. The one that will fuck a woman with his eyes, then his dick. I don’t know how Mom put up with it. But he was Dad, and I loved him as all children give unconditional love to their parents. He was the only man I ever loved until I met Alessandro, my mentor and Krav Maga instructor.

      Life changed for me the minute Dad watched me beat the shit out of a female opponent in the boxing ring at the gym. After that, he never hit me again. But the years of abuse had already taken a toll and left me with issues I’m still not ready to deal with. The door on that shall remain closed indefinitely.

      I did hang out around the warehouses where Daddy had his office when I was little. It was our only father-daughter bonding time, and as I matured, I studied the hot guys who came in and out of his office but never imagined myself married to one of them. They were rough guys who did bad things on the street.

      Flirt with them? Guilty. However, I consider myself damaged goods due to my anger issues over men. That’s only one issue. But why marry into the mafia and worry about what will happen if I disagree when my husband has a mistress on the side? No, thank you.

      I take the familiar turns to get to my brother’s house. I make my way into his office, circumventing his security cameras. I enter his computer because he’s so pussy whipped his password is his girlfriend’s name.

      What an Idiot.

      He handles the electronic transfers, and I quickly locate the information I seek as I stand, flipping through his desktop files. I found an accounting program, and after opening it, I can see he received an electronic transfer from an account that he had noted in a spreadsheet that is from the Micheli family. I will check it out for myself. It could be money for coke or use of the docks. Mafia dealings are all convoluted.

      I’m careful to wipe my fingerprints off everything and turn the alarms back on after I leave. I love knowing exactly where people are when I use skills my family, who are now my enemies, don’t know about.
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      I observe the club from above, the music is loud. I’m ready to go home. Pushing back the cuff of my designer dress shirt, I glance at my Breitling Aviator watch. It’s not the most expensive from my collection, but it fit my mood this evening when I dressed for work. Seeing as how it’s one-thirty in the morning, we’ll be closing soon.

      It’s not as busy as I’d like, but I can’t complain, there’s never a bad day, and it just means I can dump more money into the till to launder it. I stroll around, check in with the staff, and greet a few guests with familiar faces and heavy spending habits. I give them attention as it’s all part of the VIP scene.

      I notice a woman with light chestnut brown hair and ashy blonde highlights. The lighting is low, but as I circulate closer our eyes casually meet. Her calm green eyes give me an unabashed going-over. She turns away and begins to fidget with the paper napkin under her Cosmo. I have a feeling we’re both checking out my club. Only she looks more like she’s casing it, while I’m looking for intruders who come in many forms.

      Namely-gangs and other mafia personnel looking to score.

      If she’s trying to be inconspicuous, she should have brought a date for cover and lost the rope-size gold chain with the large diamond pendant. Wearing jewelry like that begs for the wrong kind of attention and a clunk on the head.

      Normally, girls come here to get picked up, but I see men approaching her, making what I assume is a light conversation, and leaving a minute later. She remains solo in an area designed for guests to mingle when the dance floor is packed.

      I can’t figure out what’s up with this chick and find it nearly impossible to tear my eyes away from her, she’s unique. Thirsty for a closer look, I walk around the room again, pretending to check out the patrons and the servers, but I’m kidding myself.

      I check out her round, firm ass as she leans lightly over the high-top table for two with one knee slightly bent, showing off her toned legs and thin ankles in her four-inch-high heels. I notice a black rose tattoo on her ankle as I walk by.

      The loud music, with its booming bass, makes the top-of-the-line speakers vibrate, creating pressure in my eardrums. It is too noisy to make conversation, which is why the guards and bouncers wear earpieces. I do too, occasionally.

      I love music, it’s a universal language—a language of love, lust, or passion. I only allow myself to experience lust. There isn't room for long-term commitment or love in my life or line of work. Sure, I had Carla, but I can’t get serious enough to keep a good thing. It’s been a few months, mostly since we broke up. She deserves someone better. Now, I’m horny, but I’m trying to keep my distance.

      We picked the name The Red Grotto for the club because my family is used to bleeding—bleeding blood, pride, and, at times, money. We’ve taken all that and more from others to get where we are today. When we’re threatened, blood will be spilled.

      This year, Florence delivered an exceptionally hot summer, and even though it’s September, it’s way too hot. Some days, the temperatures are in the nineties. Between the heatwave and Dante and Juliet crawling all over each other, there were times they had to leave the room before we all got a steam bath.

      I’m happy for them, but I can’t let Dante live down the fact that he swore he’d be a bachelor forever. I guess true love can do that to a guy.

      I stand behind the bar and check my phone. I’m not stalking my ex. I just like to see where she is and who she is hanging out with on social media. We were a couple close to a year. I do miss the friendship, but I am what I am.

      A player. I like to flirt. I’m the life of the party, and I’m only serious about work. Not only do I run this bar, but I’m also involved in the construction side of our business.

      I don’t have time to wine and dine women, but when they find out I’m the owner of the club, their panties hit the floor. I use my father’s condo here in Florence as a crash pad and for one-night stands. Carla is the only girlfriend I ever brought to my house in the hills overlooking Florence’s vineyards in the countryside.

      She was right to leave my sorry ass. I kissed another woman. It was a dare, but I admit I liked it. Everyone knows Italian men are excellent lovers who find it difficult to be faithful. I’m not sure I’m capable of being faithful to one woman for the rest of my life. I’m afraid I’ll lose interest and be miserable.

      This club delivers when it comes to the unspoken language of flirtation with its dirty dancing, wanton looks, and knowing smiles. It’s all fun, regardless of the outcome. Foreplay is the fun part where bodies bump and grind into each other until it leads to a heated hook-up. See, no words are needed, and most of the time, that’s just how I like it.

      With a name like The Red Grotto, the walls are painted a dark red to look like the inside of a rosso cave. The decorating is sheer genius, and it’s a comfortable vibe that our customers love.

      We spared no expense in building this club and have hand-blown Murano glass lights hanging over the numerous bars that give a touch of modern elegance to the marble bar tops. One lounge area even has a waterfall cascading down a wall, providing the ambiance of the coast. Italy has many fountains, and we decided to decorate by bringing the outside—inside.

      This bar is our twist on the famous tourist attraction called the Blue Grotto. The real one is situated off the coast of Capri. Is is such a gorgeous place to visit that if I close my eyes, I can pretend I’m heading into light waves with sand sticking to my feet. It is a routine destination for the Etruscans of Italy as well as tourists from around the world.

      Lost in my thoughts, I find myself under the staircase leading to the upstairs VIP room. I turn back for one last look at the mysterious girl. She’s still in the same spot, her body gently moving to the beat of the music. I watch as she sways her hips just enough to allow her clingy mini-dress to showcase her voluptuous ass. I find myself aroused and turn away. She interacts with her waitress and watches couples on the dance floor.

      Observing and reading people is partly my job and necessary for my survival. But even I know that a woman can make a man come undone and subsequently be the death of him. The luxury of being distracted is one that I can’t afford.

      How is it that she’s here by herself? She’s far too attractive not to have a date with her. It’s not her dress or her looks, but something tells me she’s not from here. We’re very cosmopolitan these days. Around here, girls don’t go to clubs alone unless they are desperate to get picked up or they are prostitutes, and I can tell she’s neither. I try to place her. She seems vaguely familiar, but I can’t make the connection.

      I pause when I notice two strange men who don’t look VIP-ish walking upstairs to the VIP area. I follow them. Remaining casual and inconspicuous, I breeze past them, pretending I don’t see them selling drugs to the guests in the lounge. It’s unacceptable, but I’m not surprised.

      The hottest DJ in the city is pumping up the crowd and yells into the microphone for them to make some noise, and everyone yells, just as word comes over my earpiece, we are at maximum capacity. The music changes to hip hop as the DJ knows to mix Italian with American and other European hits. Italy has laws that dictate how much of the music on the radio stations has to be Italian to preserve our culture and the Italian language. Who says modernization and change is always good?

      The dance floor is packed with girls grinding on guys they wanna take home for the night, or vice versa. Sirens go off, confetti drops from the ceiling, and the crowd goes wild as fake fog envelopes the dance floor, bringing with it a cool shift in the air.

      I circle back downstairs, annoyed about the men upstairs using carte blanche to pedal drugs in our house. They are from another syndicate and should know better.

      We own many clubs in the city and employ full-time managers, but this is a business that generates a lot of cash. I need to keep an eye on the till, and the alcohol pours to make sure we’re not giving away money or products. The graft is everywhere, and I should know. My family makes an incredible living off it.

      My blood runs hot, but I can’t overreact to the mafia underlings with drugs. I send a waiter upstairs with free drinks to see if he can pick up an accent. He returns with the dreaded but not unexpected news—Albanian.

      Fuck!

      I storm to my office and look at the security cameras to see if there are others. They know who owns this place, and they know they are not welcome here. It’s a brazen move on their part, but they are encroaching on territory everywhere. And not just our family—it’s every family in the business.

      The cameras show no other suspicious activity in the parking lot or the rest of the club. They could be acting on their own, which is one more reason not to make waves that could escalate into something over nothing. I make a note to keep an eye on it. The Albanians usually don’t come down this way, but I can’t rule them out entirely as a potential problem.

      After I take a deep breath and exhale, I leave my office and approach the waitress station.

      “Maria, club soda, please.” I need something in my hand so I don’t punch someone.

      “Sure.” The bartender fills a glass with ice and uses the fountain gun to fill it with club soda before garnishing it with a wedge of lime.

      “Thanks.” I sip the drink and try to distract myself as my eyes scan the club.

      Everyone seems to be having a good time, but my night is ruined. The Albanians are cutting into our business, and it needs to stop. Before I know it, they will be taking the place over, which is probably their intent. Or they will bring up crime in the area, so no one comes, and then buy the establishment for under-market value.

      I hope they aren’t spiking drinks with drugs or selling shit that could kill someone and blow back on me. We trust our own clans to a point, but to trust a rival organization? Never.

      It could be just guys making their bones, a hazing, or a more elaborate setup.

      Testing, always testing. I hate uncertainty. I hate rival mafia and gangs who think they can come here and deal on my turf. Clearly, they don’t know what Dante’s punishments are for their crimes. Let alone the things I am willing to do to send a message.

      I empty my glass and set it on the bar with a loud clunk, not realizing the force I used.

      “You alright?” Maria asks as she takes the glass.

      “Yeah.” That’s always the answer, even if I’m not.

      No one will know my mind, it’s the Micheli way.

      The break from the surveillance and the cool drink has calmed me down. I enjoy alcohol but rarely drink it at work, preferring to keep my senses sharp. I can see the exits, and, with my earpiece, I know where my guys are.

      There are hundreds of customers here, and none of us want the undue attention of the police, so I keep myself in check even though I want to bounce those Albanian losers out.

      We’ve remained in control of the criminal element in central Italy by thinking things through and not acting on impulses or emotions. Actions, good or bad, have consequences.

      Dante’s genius is knowing when to take risks. We knew it was risky going after Conti earlier this summer. Fucking with Juliet’s father proved to be more dangerous than we could have ever anticipated. However, the authorities still haven’t figured out what went down the night Conti got whacked on the rooftop of our luxurious five-star hotel. And we planned it that way.

      We’re very effective when we all put our heads together with our skill sets.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket. I pull it out. Dante.

      “Hey, what’s up?”

      “I just got word that Angelo Calabrese took over Conti’s position as don for the Roselli family and other clans.”

      “We know anything about him?”

      “Not much, can’t be any worse than Gio Conti, in my opinion. I understand that there wasn’t much bloodshed and that everyone is glad Conti is gone. His sons are on board with the changes.”

      “So, we can rest easy now?”

      “For now, it seems.”

      I imagine Juliet is with him because he sounds happy, and then she giggles in the background.

      “All good there?” I don’t want our relationship to become all work with no brotherly connection. “Tell Juliet ‘hi’.”

      “Will do. How are you?”

      “I spotted a couple of Albanians selling coke upstairs earlier. I’ll keep my eye on it. Other than that, seems pretty normal.”

      “Good, so I’ll see you at the gala tomorrow night?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it.”

      “I don’t know how a mask is going to hide your ugly mug. Do you have a date?”

      “Going stag, in between annual flings.”

      “Looking forward to it, actually, I get to introduce Juliet to everyone.”

      “Well, her ring will arrive in the room before either of you.”

      “Thanks,” he chuckles, “nothing is too good for my woman.”

      “Ciao,” I say and hang up.

      Good, maybe now that Commissioner Manara has backed off, life will get back to our abnormal but normal life.
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