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B

ryce

I stood with my hands behind me, my back against the wall. I did my best to hide the fear welling up inside me, but it felt nearly impossible. It was the first time I’d spoken to my father in weeks, and I really wasn’t sure how the meeting was going to go.

We were both members of one of the most notorious mobs in New York, and I was sick of being nothing more than a peon. Sure, it was an honor to be a soldier in the group, but I wanted far more than that. I wanted to be one of the only capos in the entire mob. I could handle my own group of soldiers.

Hell, I practically was one already.

It was an idea I approached my father with a few weeks back. He and I were having a rare moment together when there was no one else around. It was a strange thing for my father to ever be alone with anyone. As the mob’s leader, he never risked the betrayal of anyone – even his own son.

It was unlikely for two in the group to collude and murder him together, so he often had one of his most trusted people in the room along with whoever he was speaking. Today, that meant I would find myself in the room with him and his head advisor, or consigliere, as we called him.

I waited for Vito to come retrieve me and take me back to see my father, but it was not hearing his decision that made me so nervous, it was knowing that there were only two reasons why my father ever called anyone into his office.

Most of the time, my father will use Vito to tell me or anyone else in the mob what he wants done. When he tells someone to come into his office, that either means something good or something very, very bad. More than one of my former mobsters and friends have walked into my father’s office and exited in a body bag of sorts.

And, I knew my father wasn’t above doing the same to me.

I drew in a deep breath, letting it out slowly and carefully. I didn’t know where Vito was, and the last thing I would ever do is show nerves or fear around him or my father. My father saw all fear as the ultimate form of weakness, and he didn’t put up with it from anyone.

Not even his own wife – my mother.

I remembered many times as a child hearing them argue out in the other room while I lay in my bed and stared at the ceiling. At the time, I didn’t know what my father did for a living. I knew he was gone a lot, and I knew my mother didn’t want to talk about it. When he was home, it wasn’t at all uncommon for the two of them to be at each other’s throats, nor was it uncommon for my mother to get dressed up and leave me with a sitter while she went out to gamble.

My father always hated it when she did that, and the older I got, the more I had the feeling that was why she did it. But there were times I could hear the fear in her voice over something he was doing, and they would argue. He would tell her terrible things, calling her terrible names in the process.

She had her own thing to say, but there was always the time in the evening when she’d finally back down and things would get quiet in the house. I never asked any questions about that. I knew she would tell me to mind my own business and not stick my nose into matters where it didn’t belong.

When I was sixteen, my mother left home one night and didn’t come back. My father told me there had been an accident, and she’d not made it through. I never questioned it. The accident had happened right after one of their worst fights I could ever remember, and I had a feeling he had more to do with it than he was letting on.

I’m sure he would have told me if I’d asked, but my mother’s words always came back to me: “Don’t stick your nose in matters where it doesn’t belong.”

It was around the same time in my life when I began to see more and more of the truth about my father. The things he did, the way he’d make money, and just how much money could be made. He was a gambler. A hard man who didn’t take shit from anybody. If he wanted something, he got it – and anyone who stood in his way was quickly and quietly removed.

I wanted in the life, and he had been happy to let me.

At first, my only goal in life was to make him proud. If he told me to do something, I went above and beyond, always certain to execute it the way he said and sooner than he wanted. I covered my tracks well, and while I wouldn’t say he was ever proud of me, I knew he respected me. And, that’s what I cared about.

I rose quickly within the mob, but only to a point. I went from the message boy to a soldier in only a few years, and I didn’t want it to stop there.

I still remembered the first time I killed a man. Exactly what it felt like, exactly how I did it. There was no guilt, no shame. While it shook me to my core, I was more worried about what my father would think than the life I just took.

Now, I’d become completely numb to it. I was a killing machine and didn’t care who was in my line of fire. If my father wanted someone dead, they were dead before he could even get the words out of his mouth. One day, I would be like Vito to him.

And perhaps one day, I’d be the Boss.

“Let’s go,” Vito said as he appeared in the doorway. A man in his sixties, he was forty plus years older than myself. He was almost as gruff as my father, and every bit as heartless. I had long since gotten the impression if my father were to pull the trigger on me, Vito would be glad about it.

But it was something we’d never talk about.

Vito wasn’t the kind of man for conversation. When he told you to do something, you acknowledged that you heard, and you left it at that. You didn’t ask questions, you didn’t pursue the conversation; you just went about your life and carried out the task as soon as possible.

I followed him down the narrow hall until we reached my father’s office, then he turned and motioned for me to enter. I didn’t know if it was a good sign or a bad sign that he stayed in the hall and pulled the door closed behind me, but I walked forward with powerful strides, just as my father would.

Stephan Ventimiglia sat behind his desk in his coal black suit, as always. His hair was slicked back and shiny, and his brown eyes pierced right through me. He didn’t smile, and neither did I. I walked right up to his desk, stood with my feet slightly wider apart than my hips, and clasped my hands behind my back once more.

“Father,” I said.

“You want to become a capo?” he replied.

“I do,” I said with the same calm and collected tone. My heart pounded in my chest but I refused to let my eyes dart to the pistol that sat on the edge of his desk. I could see it in my peripheral vision, but I wasn’t going to draw any attention to it. My father would see that right away, and I knew that would be the end of my becoming a capo, if not the end of my life.

He held my gaze for a moment, and then he looked down at his hands. There was silence in the room the entire time, and the tension grew so strong I thought I could cut it with a knife. I was dying to know what was going through his head. I wanted to hear his answer, to accept the mission I knew was bound to come my way.

Suddenly, he held up a photograph. I look at it for a moment, and immediately a ball of fear settles in my stomach. The woman in the photo was the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen in my life. I could immediately tell she was in her mid-twenties, close to my age. I knew what was coming, but I wanted to confirm.

“Who is she?” I asked. I was surprised how steady I was able to keep my voice.

“Bryce,” my father replied. I knew what he means. He always uses my name when he knows I have the answer. But, I’ve learned with my father it’s best to stick with your original question.

“She seems familiar, but I want to be sure,” I reply.

“She is the daughter of Victor Balducci. I’m sure you remember him?” He looked at me with a single raised eyebrow. A signature look I’d inadvertently picked up myself.

“Of course. That’s why I recognize her,” I replied.

The truth was, I didn’t know the girl. I knew who she was, but we’d never met in person – though I’d wanted to. The only reason I hadn’t was because of her lineage. My father and Victor were enemies on so many levels, there was no way I could have any kind of relationship with a girl like that without him getting involved.

My heart raced in my chest, and my palms were sweaty. There had never been a target I didn’t think I couldn’t take out before. But then, my father had never asked me to murder a woman. Let alone a woman who was beautiful and close to my age.

But, I should have seen this coming. I knew my father was going to ask something big of me before giving me the rank I wanted. He didn’t take promoting anyone lightly, even if they were going from one low rank to the next. Asking to be in charge of multiple people was something he’d take even more seriously, and it was going to come at a major cost.

I knew better than to hesitate, and I knew even better than that not to argue. Any sign of weakness on my part, and I knew I’d lose my chance forever. After all, I was speaking with the man I was certain had killed my own mother. In his mind, this was just another person he didn’t want to live anymore.

I took a step forward and grabbed the photo from him, pushing it into my back pocket. Still, neither one of us smiled. We never did unless it was over some crime we’d committed. Even then, it was never a moment of joy shared between us. My father was emotionless, all business and no visible sign of ever having a heart.

He nodded as I took the photo, then he clasped his hands together and rested his elbows on the table. He was watching me intently, studying how I was taking this assignment. Though I felt sick to my stomach and wanted to tell him that there was no way I’d go through with this, my will to rise higher in the mob overpowered any possible feelings about this girl.

I turned and powerfully walked out the door. Terrified on the inside, but no one could tell.
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N

atalie

“Who’s a good boy? Who’s a good boy? Are you? Yes, you are! That’s right!” I rubbed my hands vigorously over the fluffy, white dog, sending him into throes of excitement. He wiggled under my touch, barking happily. I liked volunteering at the local animal shelter, as well as at my local church on Sunday.

“Alright, come with me. Let’s get you back in your space,” I said to the dog as I clipped his leash back onto his collar. I didn’t like calling his place in the kennel a cage, or even a kennel for that matter. He was such a good dog, and he deserved to find a loving home with a family who would take care of him.

Romeo, as I called him, had come to the shelter several months ago, and now was the oldest resident we had. I was happy we didn’t put down any of the dogs who came to us, but at the same time, I worried what was going to happen to him if no one came to adopt.

He trotted along beside me, happy to be alive. I envied him in a way, even in all the hardship he had to endure, his troubles were few.

“There you are. I wondered where you ran off to,” Monica, the head of the shelter, said as I walked through the door.

“I got caught up with Rome outside,” I said sheepishly.

“If you’ve come to the point where you call him by a nickname, I think it’s time you take him home,” she teased.

“I would if I could, but you know my apartment doesn’t allow animals. Besides, my roommate wouldn’t go for a dog in our space. She hates pet hair,” I rolled my eyes as I spoke, and Monica shook her head.

“It’s all part of having a pet, you know? What does she like? Reptiles?”

“Try nothing, at all. She doesn’t want to have anything in the house that poops in the house,” I said with a laugh. “Although, I think a snake might do her some good.”

“She’d die,” Monica said. She knew how terrified my roommate was of such things.

“We don’t want that. I shouldn’t tease about her; she is a good friend of mine,” I said, suddenly feeling a bit guilty.

“Don’t worry about it,” Monica assured me. “I know you’re just teasing. Anyway, why don’t you get Romeo put away and take care of the dishes in the back sink, then call it a day?”

“Are you sure? I know there are several kennels that still need to be cleaned,” I said.

“I’m sure. I told Buddy I want them taken care of before the day is over, so I’m trusting him to be the one to get it done,” she assured me. “Go on, you work too hard for this.”

I laughed and disagreed, but listened to her anyway. I did have other things I had to do with my day, and though I would rather spend it with the animals at the shelter, I knew I had to do what was best for me at times.

The truth was, I would entirely give myself to charity if I could. I liked helping other people. I wanted to devote my life to the cause. There were plenty of times when others would tell me to relax and take care of myself, but it was honestly hard for me.

My roommate, Aliya, called me a goody two shoes most of the time, but she didn’t know the full reason why I was so determined to do the world some good. She knew I didn’t have the best childhood, but she didn’t know the half of it. I didn’t even know the half of it until I was in college, and now, I was doing my best to make up for the sins of my father.

My mother passed away when I was young. She was sick or something– my father never really went into the details. I didn’t remember much of her, just that she was a very sweet, very kind woman, and I always felt safe when she was around. I was still hoping I would be like her one day and do her proud as best as I could.

My relationship with my father had always been a shaky one, and these days, I didn’t even bother speaking to him. I didn’t want to. I didn’t hate him – I loved him, in fact – but that didn’t change the fact that I didn’t want anything to do with him. I viewed him as a heartless tyrant, someone who only cared for himself and didn’t care at all who he hurt in the process.

My father wasn’t just selfish, he was a murderer.

I found out about it through the grapevine in college. Friends of friends of friends sort of thing. I didn’t believe it at first, but when I confronted my father about it, he didn’t deny anything. In fact, I felt he was rather proud of the things he’d done. The people he’d hurt. I found it sickening on so many levels.

My father was Victor Balducci, feared drug lord and mob boss. He was a man nobody wanted to cross. I knew for a fact he’d killed more people than even he could keep track of, and he planned on killing any others who got in his way. Sure, he didn’t set out to kill everyone he disliked, but if the opportunity arose, he wasn’t afraid to pull that trigger.

I didn’t want to even consider that he might have a hitman, or worse, be a hitman...though I knew rationally that was probably not too far from the truth. He was ruthless and uncaring, and I feared for his eternal soul.

Of course, I didn’t know if God would let me atone for my father’s sins, but I lived as best a life as I could and would do anything above and beyond to make sure he also got to heaven when his time came.

“See you Monday,” I said to Monica as I headed for the door.

“Don’t be afraid to take a day off,” she called after me. I lifted my hand to show I’d heard what she said, but we both knew I would be there regardless. I took a deep breath of the fresh air as soon as I stepped outside, and I smiled. It was nice to be outside. Though I loved each of the dogs, the kennel was often stuffy, and the fresh breeze on my face made me feel amazing.

I took my time walking up the street. I loved the narrow roads of New York. They were harder to navigate than the main streets, but they were a lot more scenic. All the different sights and smells that filled the air. There was always the undertone of bread in the air, as well as the softness of the sea. I couldn’t imagine a better place to live.

My phone buzzed, and I glanced down to see Aliya was texting me.

Hey, are you hungry?

I smiled to myself. Aliya was always hungry, and she always managed to text me about the same time I was getting off work. I didn’t know how she managed it, but I had a feeling she was going to ask me to stop off somewhere and get her something.

You know me – I could eat.

I hit send, knowing full well what she was going to say next. I stared at my phone as I continued to walk, waiting to give her the immediate reply. I knew she was the kind of person to text me and leave her phone on the table, only looking at my answer after I get back home, so I want to get her attention as soon as I can.

I rounded the corner, wondering what was taking so long for her to reply, when suddenly, I ran right into someone. I looked up quickly.

“I’m so sorry! I was-” I started. Immediately, I was captivated by the man I just ran into. He was tall with dark hair and piercing brown eyes that were so dark, I knew I could get lost in them forever. He had a dark tan, showing he’s spent a lot of time out in the sun. He was by far the most beautiful man I’d ever seen, and my jaw dropped open at the sight.

“I’m sorry, I should have been watching where I was going,” I said sheepishly. He smiled, but didn’t say anything, and then disappeared into the bakery we were standing in front of. I wanted to go in after him, telling him once more what a mistake I’d made, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

Perhaps it was better that he hadn’t said anything. That gave me plenty of time to think about his smile over and over. Those dark eyes that gazed right into mine, if only for a brief second. With a smile, I turned my attention back to my phone. But now, I couldn’t concentrate. I couldn’t think of anything but those dark eyes, that dark hair peaking out from beneath his fedora.

He was beautiful. Simply beautiful.

I put my phone back in my purse, giving up thinking about anything but that man. I wished I’d said something smoother. Something that might have gotten him to reply. I wanted to hear what sort of smooth, sultry voice would come out of someone as gorgeous as that.

But he was gone. And, I would likely never see him again.

I walked into our building, hurrying up the stairs and listening to the sound of my boots echoing off the wooden walls and stone floors. It was an older building, likely more than a hundred years old from the looks of things. I had been living there for a couple of years, but during that time I’d switched roommates a couple of times.

“Why didn’t you answer my text?” Aliya said when I walked through the door and set my keys on the table. I unbuttoned my jacket and hung it on the coat rack, then pulled my phone out of my purse.

“I did, but then you didn’t answer me,” I said with a laugh. “You had your chance, now if you want to get something to eat we’re either going to have to order it or you’re going to have to go get it yourself.”

“I did, too. If you paid more attention to your phone, this wouldn’t be an issue,” she teased. “What are you smiling about?”

“I met the most glorious creature on the planet,” I said with a happy sigh. She was immediately on top of the subject.

“What? Did you get his number? What’s his name? Are you going to go out?” she asked, firing the questions at me faster than I could answer. I shook my head and held up my hand.

“No, no, no, it’s nothing like that. I guess I should say that I ran into the most glorious creature on the planet. Literally,” I said with a laugh.

“What do you mean?” she asked, crossing her arms.

“I was waiting for you to answer your text when I rounded the corner, and I literally ran into someone. I was quick to apologize, but when I looked up, the words were taken right out of my mouth as I stared into the eyes of the most gorgeous man I’ve ever seen,” I said with a dreamy grin.

“What! And you didn’t get his number? What the hell is wrong with you?” she nearly shouted. “You should know better than that!”

“I was taken by surprise! I had no idea what to say when he looked at me with those dreamy eyes!” I defended myself.

“You say, ‘Hello, handsome, can I have your number?’ just like that!” Aliya said with a shake of her head. “Geez, when the fuck are you going to learn?”

“It was all in the spur of the moment; it’s not like I had the time to think about it!” I retorted.

“Well, now that I’ve had the time to think about it, I’m going to do something about it!” Aliya said as she grabbed her jacket.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I exclaimed.

“I’m going to go find him!” she replied with a laugh. She was on her way out the door, but I grabbed her arm and stopped her.

“No! You can’t do that!” I said with a passion.

“Just watch me!”

“No! He’s probably gone by now, you know it doesn’t take long in a bakery,” I said vehemently.

She gave me a look, but I didn’t loosen my grip on her arm. Finally, she let go of the doorknob and sighed. “Well, I hope you learned your lesson. You probably just let the love of your life slip through your fingers.”

I laughed but shook my head. “I really doubt that.”
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B

ryce

I lifted the beer to my lips and took a long sip. I liked the feel of it running over my tongue. It was a bit of a relief from the task that was before me, a welcome distraction to say the least.

The bar was crowded as usual, but my mind was on other things. I knew I couldn’t take too long with this, but then, my father hadn’t given me a time limit on when to carry it out. But, he was a tough man and he wanted things done as soon as possible.

And, if I was going to achieve the ranking in the mob that I wanted, I was going to have to get it done soon. The sooner the better. He would be impressed with swift, clean action. The action of a leader.

But, there was no way I could shake out of my mind the look on her face when she ran into me. There was an awe to her, but an innocence, too. She looked like an angel, to be perfectly honest. She was better looking in person than she had been in her photo, which certainly didn’t help the situation for me.

In fact, if there were any way I could get around this, I would.

Instead, however, here I sat in the bar trying to think of a way to do the job quickly and cleanly, making sure none of the evidence could be traced back to me. It would be an easy enough job if I was looking at anyone but Victor’s daughter. But he was as notorious of a mobster as my father, and he could get answers when he wanted them.

That is, unless I covered my tracks well and had my father looking out for me, which I knew I could do. I took another sip of my beer, glad that the first contact had been made. It might have been brief – too brief in some ways – but it had been made. It was one of the hardest parts of any mission.

“Earth to Bryce! Where are you?” Antony broke into my thoughts. I didn’t like to think that I had any friends within the mob. In fact, there were many times I denied the fact that I did. But, the truth of the matter was that Antony was one of my closest friends in every sense of the word, both in our business and out.

He was my right hand in many ways. The man I could trust with anything. Just like my father, I had the man I could trust no matter what.

“What are you whining about now?” I asked. I hadn’t told him what my father asked me to do yet. I wasn’t sure I was going to. If there was one thing that was important about any job within our circle, it was that the fewer people who knew about it, the better. I trusted Antony, sure, but did I trust him to keep his mouth shut? Not entirely.

Once he had a few drinks in him, he tended to be a little too trusting, and saying even one wrong word to the wrong person could end up in the entire thing being blown, and important people being killed – including me.

“I’ve been trying to get your attention for a few minutes, but you’re a million miles away,” he said impatiently.

“And you insist on still talking, so tell me what is so important that you have to butt into my thoughts?” I replied with an annoyed tone.

“Well, why are we here?” he asked.

“Because you insisted on coming,” I replied dryly. I had wanted to go home right after work, but he wanted to go out for a few drinks. I tried to decline, but he insisted to the point that I finally gave in. After all, it was hard for me to turn down a free beer when it was offered.

“You know there’s a reason I insisted,” he said with a shake of his head. “What’s wrong with you?”

I gave him a look as I took another drink of my beer. “There’s nothing wrong with me. What’s wrong with you?”

He cleared his throat and nodded to the other side of the bar. I sighed as I turned my head to see what he was gawking at, and then I turned my attention back to him. “You thought it was so important to point out two beautiful women to me that you had to insist on breaking into my thoughts?”

It was his turn to give me the look now. “Are you serious? What’s wrong with you?”

“What the hell do you mean, what’s wrong with me? There’s nothing wrong with me in the slightest,” I said.

“You are the one who is always picking up chicks, don’t try to act any different now!” he retorted.

I shook my head. “I’m just not in the mood tonight.”

“Since when are you not in the mood to get laid?” he asked with an awestruck tone to his voice. “You are my idol when it comes to getting chicks into bed.”
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