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Author’s Note

 Just a
couple of things before I let you go and get your read on. While I
am doing my best to work with better editing and proofreading
software, all my books are solo, independent works. I write my
books, proofread my books, edit my books, create the covers, etc. I
have one beta who gives me feedback on my stories, but other than
that, all my books are independent projects.

 


That being said, I apologize, in advance, for
the typos, grammar inconsistencies, or any other mistakes I may
make. Since writing is strictly a hobby for me, I haven’t looked
into commitments in regard to publishers, editors, etc. My hope is
that my stories are enjoyable enough that a few mistakes, here and
there, can be overlooked. However, if you’re a stickler for
grammar, my books are probably not for you.

 


Also, I am an avid reader-I mean an
AVID reader. I love to read above any other hobby. However,
the only downside to my reading obsession is when I fall in love
with a series, but I have to wait for the additional books to come
out. And because I feel that disappointment down to my soul, when I
started publishing my works, I vowed to publish all books in my
series all at once. No waiting here…LOL. Now, the exception to that
will be if enough readers request additional stories based off the
standalone, such as in Facing the Enemy. At that point, if I decide
to move forward with a requested series, I will make sure all
additional books are available all at once. As much as this is a
hobby for me, I am writing these books for all of you, as well as
myself.

 


Thank you, for everything!


Contact Me

 I really
appreciate you reading my book and I would love to hear from you!
Now, unfortunately, because I do have a full-time job, and a family
I love spending time with, at this time, I’m afraid it would be
very hard for me to maintain a multitude of social media sites.
However, for the sites I do participate in, here are my social
media coordinates:

 


 


Website

 


 


Facebook

 


 


Instagram

 


 


 Email

 


 


Newsletter


Dedication

 For my
mother-

There
aren’t enough words to tell
you everything you mean and meant to me. I’m supposed to be
relieved that you’re no longer suffering, and while I am, all I can
think about is how much I miss you; how much we all miss you.

 


Thank you for
everything, Mom.

 


Tell Papi And Tio I love and miss them,
too.
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Prologue

 2013~

The scene was a quietly violent one that I’ve seen a
million times over by now. Hell, the first time I was ever in a
room like this, I was the one sitting in the chair.

Giovanni Benetti
didn’t fuck around.

I was
his eldest son. I was the son
groomed to take over his empire, his family. Sal was too much of a
hothead to be in charge, and Leo was too much of a human to stomach
this shit.

I’ve always
known this was going to be my
life.

As my father
molded me into his perfect little mini-me, he was fond of making sure I understood what it felt
like to wear the shoe on the other foot. I’ve been beaten, stabbed,
and even shot. I’ve been starved and I’ve been homeless. My father
made sure I understood desperation. He made sure I knew what made
people tick. It was the only way to perfect the art of
manipulation.

I stared at my
two best friends I brought into this fold and had never felt prouder than I did in this moment.
Soon, they’d become more than just my best friends; they’d become
my family. My true family.

The only thing
casting a shadow on all of this was Francesca.

Francesca
Mancini was Ciro’s sister and Phoenix’s reason for breathing, and
we all knew how she felt about
the Mob and my family. It wasn’t that she hated us, or disliked us,
even. No. Francesca didn’t know how to not worry about us, but I
suppose that was my fault.

Since we were
little kids, babies really, I
have always snuck out of my house and ran to Francesca. Whenever
the beatings got to be too much, whenever the pain became
unimaginable, I ran to the only person who kept my weakness a
secret from the world. She would patch me up, hold me, and protect
me with the ferociousness of a momma bear.

Francesca
Mancini was the only person in
the world who has ever seen me cry past the age of seven. She’s the
only person who has ever seen me at my weakest; emotionally and
physically.

And she’s
never told a soul, not her
brother nor her fiancé.

I
called Ciro and Phoenix my
best friends but, in reality, Francesca was my best friend. She’s
the only female to ever matter to me beyond my mother, and even
then, my mother knew about my upbringing and had never stepped in.
So, that made Francesca the only woman to ever really mean anything
to me.

And
here I was, turning her brother and
lover into killers.

This was going to break
her heart, but even knowing that, I wouldn’t change it for the
world.

A lot of
people were loyal to me
because of my father, but Ciro and Phoenix were loyal to me because
we shared a bond of brotherhood that was forged at an incredibly
young age. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for them and nothing they
wouldn’t do for me in return. I only prayed that Francesca would
get over the betrayal and still marry Phoenix, still love Ciro, and
still be my best friend.

I
doubted it, though.

Standing in an abandoned
warehouse with my two best friends, my father, and a handful of
Made Men, I stood behind my friends and watched as Phoenix glanced
over at Ciro. Ciro gave him a simple nod, and together, they raised
their arms, aimed their guns, and shot the two monsters tied up in
the chairs in front of them. They were pedophiles, and while I had
wanted to spend some more time torturing them, my father’s purpose
was to test Ciro and Phoenix, not to satisfy my violent
tendencies.

Ciro
and Phoenix handed their guns off to
two of the men before turning around to face my father and me. My
father shook their hands and the look on his face said it
all.

He had
two of the best if they
were my
friends, and he knew it.

I shook their
hands and it felt like a
rebirth. I still had a few years to go, but once I took over, I had
no doubt Ciro and Phoenix would be standing beside me at the head
of the table. The future picture I painted hoped to have Francesca
standing next to them both, but that remained to be
seen.

I
stood back as the rest of the
group congratulated both men and welcomed them into the Benetti
Family. They’d done a lot of dirt over the years, but they’ve never
been called on to kill someone until now and this was Gio’s final
stamp of approval.

We
were only in our early
twenties, but they were already on their way to being Made Men, and
I was already acting as the Underboss, even if it wasn’t official
yet.

But
it would be soon.

Soon, Morgan
City would be ours. I’d be
king, and Ciro and Phoenix would be the princes of Morgan City with
Francesca as the only princess, because I couldn’t lose
Francesca.

I
just couldn’t.


Chapter 1


Luca – 2019~

Every
day was a struggle between exercising
diplomacy and killing everyone unfortunate enough to cross my
path.

At
the tender age of thirty, I was the
Underboss of the Benetti Family, and even though I’ve been groomed
for this position since birth, some days I just wanted to take a
match to the city and watch it burn. While I had many loyal, smart,
and fearless men on my team, there were still a smatter of stupid
ones sprinkled within the operation. Those were the assholes who
ended up ruining my day.

But because I
wasn’t a complete
sociopath…well, depending on the situation at hand, I willed myself
to hear them out. I could easily hand them over to my younger
brother, Sal, but because Sal did have the
makings of a sociopath, I only sent men to Sal who deserved to be.
As the number one Benetti Enforcer, most of my assignments went to
Ciro Mancini, but if Ciro was busy, Sal was my second
choice.

Now,
Salvatore might be my brother,
and I’d kill and die for him, but mostly in the name of the Benetti
Family. I had no disillusions about my middle brother. He was loyal
to the Benetti name because I’d do more than just kill him if he
ever betrayed me, and he knew it. Sal tended to be selfish, and
that characteristic made it hard for me to trust him
completely.

At
twenty-eight, Salvatore was
the middle brother, and Leonardo was the youngest at twenty-six.
Leo was the youngest, but the kid was smart as a whip. His
intelligence was made obvious at a noticeably young age, and he was
the only one of us who went to college and got a degree. I was all
for higher learning, but it was rarely needed in our operation.
However, if any of my soldiers wanted to go to school, I never
discouraged it.

Leo was our
family accountant, while Sal
was the cleanup man. Leo was tough and desensitized to a lot of the
world around him, but the kid had a conscience, and when he felt,
he felt deeply. It was the reason I restricted him to the financial
side of the business. Leo was always knee-deep in paperwork,
audits, finances, etc. If something needed to be handled, I had
every faith he could handle himself, but he left the punishments to
me and the blood work to Sal.

And that’s
what brought us here today. A
week ago, some columns weren’t adding up and Leo traveled down a
rabbit hole to get me everything he could before presenting the
problem to me. When he finally did, it was apparent one of Gio’s
low-level soldiers had a gambling problem.

Giovanni
Benetti was my father and Mob Boss of the Benetti Family. He was
close to reaching his sixties, but you couldn’t tell.
There were many requirements
in being a part of the Benetti Family, taking care of yourself was
one of them. Even the family members who have done their time and
have moved on into retirement still had to remain fit and healthy
in case there was a need to recall them for a war. Some members
were more fit and healthy than others, but every member was in good
shape.

Gio was
also deemed a good-looking man. He
stood at six-foot with inky black hair and black eyes. In his
prime, he had been built like a seasoned cage fighter, but time and
age are hard realities, indeed. Gio has softened, but he was still
in better shape than most men half his age.

I was also his
spitting image.

Where Sal and
Leo were a combination of our mother, Carlita, and our father, I
was all Giovanni Benetti. They
had Gio’s black hair and body frame, but they had green eyes like
our mother, and they had inherited her dimples, too. However, you
could tell they were Benetti’s, through and through.

But while Gio
was the head of the entire Benetti Crime Family, he really wasn’t. At this point, I’ve pretty
much taken over and it was only a matter of time before he was
pushed into retirement, and I was Boss. Most of the members have
already been taking direction from me and see me as Boss. However,
it’s come to my attention recently that the elders were having
issues with their transfer of full loyalty because of my age and
that I wasn’t married with heirs. This family was a legacy, and
they’d prefer it if I had a family first as a reassurance in
securing that legacy.

It would serve
the bastards right if I only brought daughters into this world.

But
back to the issue at hand. Carlos
Romano had a gambling problem, and that was another additional
requirement when belonging to the Benetti Family. You could drink,
but you mustn’t be an alcoholic. You could partake in any white
substance you wanted if you were partying, but you mustn’t be a
junkie. You could gamble on the game or horses, but you mustn’t be
an addict. You could fuck all the pussy you wanted, but you better
wrap it up. If any child was conceived from you sticking your dick
in whores, hookers, or strippers, you were going to do right by
that child, regardless of your relationship with its mother. That
stipulation did a lot to keeping our soldiers’ dicks in their
pants, but they were still men. And men would always be victims to
their need for pussy.

Always.

I was
leaning against my father’s
desk looking down at Carlos. He was on his knees in front of me,
already a blithering mess, begging for forgiveness. I always
conducted Benetti business at my father’s house; the Benetti House.
I had several condos and apartments scattered throughout Morgan
City, but I rarely handled business at any of them. I was
constantly watching my back, so I rarely shared my space with
anyone. The only place I was ever truly at peace at was my
penthouse at Kratos.

“Luca,”
Carlos blubbered, “I…it was a
mistake. I…a sickness. You understand, right?” He shook his head.
“Please, don’t give me to The Son. Please, I beg of
you.”

Me, Ciro, and Phoenix
Fiore were known as The Holy Trinity within the organization, the
city of Morgan City, and pretty much the entire state.

Phoenix was
referred to as The Holy Ghost
because he was the Benetti Family’s number one hit man and has
never been detected in the six years he’s been killing for us. He
was like an invisible nightmare that you never saw coming unless he
showed himself to you. He had thousands of kills to his credit, but
we only used him when the murders were high profile and needed to
remain unsolved.

Ciro was known
as The Son because he was my right-hand man. He was the Benetti’s number one enforcer, but he,
along with Phoenix, were also my closest friends. They weren’t
my best
friends, but they were both equally
matched for the runner-up position. Ciro was a bit of a blood
thirsty lunatic and people’s fear of him was warranted. He had
several locations scattered throughout the city where he took his
victims, but he had one place that was especially close to his
heart that he called The Funhouse.

The streets
called me The Father, and I gathered it was because
everyone knew that one day, I’d be
the head of the Benetti Family. I wasn’t sure how we were dubbed
with the titles, but we’d been called The Holy Trinity for years
now. Probably because, even though Phoenix was two years younger
than me and Ciro, we’d been inseparable as children.

I regarded
him. “Lucky for you, Ciro is
busy at the moment,” I told him. “Besides, you’re not trash to be
handed over to him for a lesson learned.” I narrowed my black eyes.
“You were a Benetti. You were held to a higher standard than the
average man, Carlos. And while I think a few days with The Son
would do you some good, I don’t think you’ll be given that
privilege today.” His tearful brown eyes widened.

It was widely
known that Ciro always gave his victims a chance at
survival. He would fight them
one-on-one like a real man, and if you could best him, you were
free to go. If you couldn’t, well, then, you spent however long he
deemed it necessary in one of his facilities. Some made it out
alive. Most didn’t.

What a lot of
people didn’t know was that
Ciro was a master at several different fighting disciplines, so the
odds of anyone really winning in a fight against the man were slim.
And there was no way Carlos here could go toe-to-toe with Ciro and
win. And in the six years that Ciro’s been torturing motherfuckers,
he’s never lost a fight.

He
probably never
will.

“Luca, I just
need some counseling, or something,” Carlos continued to beg. “I know I can beat this addiction.
I know I can.”

Sal let out a
snort from where he was sitting comfortably on the brown leather couch in the office. He
knew where this was headed, even if Carlos was deluding himself
into hoping otherwise. The only other person in the room was
Carlos’ Capo, Elias. He was also another man who knew he was in
deep shit. He was responsible for Carlos and every member of his
crew. Elias either knew Carlos was skimming from the top or he
didn’t. Either scenario wasn’t good for him. A Capo should always
know what his crew members were about.

I asked the
one question I already knew
the answer to. “I need to make an example out of someone, Carlos,”
I informed him. “If not you, then that leaves only Elias. Should I
spare you and take your betrayal out on Elias instead?”

The bastard
nodded. “Well…it is his fault, don’t you think? For not…paying better attention and getting me
help?”

Loyalty.

It was
the foundation of everything we were.
Not money. Not drugs. Not power. Not guns. Not muscle. Not even The
Holy Trinity.

Loyalty.

The secure
knowledge in knowing that you could kill a man and the men surrounding you wouldn’t utter a word
about it to anyone else, no matter what.
The knowledge that those same men would take a bullet for you just
as you would them.

That lack of doubt; it
was everything.

I closed my
eyes for a brief second then
glanced over at Sal. He had a shit-eating grin plastered on his
face. He knew I was handing Carlos over to him.

The sick
bastard.

“Did you
really just throw your Capo under the bus, Carlos?” I asked, not really wanting another babbling
explanation. I tipped my head at Sal. “Salvatore.”

“No!” Carlos screamed, and
I blocked out his pleas as Sal dragged him from the
room.

As soon as the
door closed, I looked over at Elias. “Do you have anything to say for yourself?”

“No,” he answered
simply.

He knew.

“Good.” I
pulled out my Glock 17 and shot him in the head. He fell to the
floor and I looked at my watch. I had only an hour before I needed
to be at Phoenix and Francesca’s for dinner.

I walked out
of the room and two Benetti men immediately entered to
take care of Elias. Looks like
Ciro and Phoenix will be helping me consider candidates for a new
Capo after dinner.

Another day in the
life…


Chapter 2


Remy~

Some days I wondered how I did it.

I sat in the
dingy living room inside the
musty trailer and did my best to keep my facial expression neutral,
but it was hard.

So
very, very, very
hard.

I
calmed my voice and did my best to
speak like a professional adult, but deep inside, I wanted to
commit bodily harm, and to hell with my job and the possible court
date. “Jennifer, we’ve talked about this,” I said. “One mistake is
one too many at this point.”

“What did you
expect me to do?” she huffed. “Welfare doesn’t pay enough to pay
the rent, bills, and buy
food.” It was a valid point and an argument I’ve heard a million
times. It was also, unfortunately in this case, a cop out. The rent
on this trailer was practically nonexistent, and the bills were few
as the water and garbage were paid by the trailer park management.
Jennifer Tingly was a drug addict and that was the long and short
of it. Drugs came before her child, and sadly, she wasn’t the only
one.

Living in
Nebraska and growing up with
wonderful parents hadn’t prepared me for my chosen field in social
work. David and Lauren Christian had been the quintessential
working-class parents who worked hard as a factory worker and
insurance secretary to make sure their only child had enough in
life. They had planned for college the second that I was born and
had done everything they could to provide a happy life for me. And
they had. I had grown up idealistic and as adulthood neared, I had
been so sure I could make a difference in the world.

Turns out I was
wrong.

I learned the
hard way that the best social
workers were the ones who knew what they were talking about. The
people who actually knew what it was like to live in trying times
and difficult situations. They were the ones qualified to give out
advice on how to stretch a dollar.

After
graduating with a degree in
sociology, I had chosen Morgan City because I had read that it had
some of the worst neighborhoods in the state, and I wanted to rush
in and save the day. Social programs were always understaffed, so I
knew I’d get hired, but I hadn’t been prepared for the realities of
the job. The hours were long and painful, and the pay was enough,
but if I got paid by the hour, I’d be making less than minimum
wage. Hell, I’d be working for free, pretty much.

The first year
working for Morgan City Social
Services, I had cried almost every night. I’d had bags under my
eyes, my nose was always red and raw from my sniffling, and I had
lost a lot of weight. I’d gone from being a size sixteen to a size
eight, but I couldn’t even appreciate the change. It hadn’t been a
healthy lifestyle change. It had been stress and lack of meals that
had caused the weight loss.

My best friend
and co-worker, Anita Saint,
had toughened me up and had helped me through that first year. She
had helped me differentiate between the parents with potential and
the parents that were too far gone to help. She had helped me
recognize my limits, and she had taught me how to focus on the
children and not so much on the parents. I couldn’t change people
who didn’t want to change. But I could make sure I was there for
the children as much as I could be.

Jennifer
Tingly was one of the parents
that was too far gone to help. Her son has been taken away from her
three times, and each time she cleaned her act up just good enough
to get him back because he came with a government check. She was on
every low-income program available and I knew she could make it
work with all that additional help; she just didn’t want
to.

She wanted her
next fix more than she wanted
what was best for her son. And that judgement was what made me not
good at my job. A former addict or a person who’s had close
personal experiences with an addict could sympathize that it wasn’t
that simple. They could understand the struggle way better than I
ever could. I didn’t have any children, but I couldn’t imagine
needing something so badly that I’d risk losing my children for it.
I couldn’t imagine being addicted to something so severely that I
could witness my children going hungry and not care enough to get
help.

“Jennifer, you
are on welfare, home care, the
Liberty Church meal program, and a few other programs,” I reminded
her. “You should be able to get by. Darian should not be needed to
smuggle food from the cafeteria at school, so that he could have
something to eat for dinner.” The school counselor had called me
yesterday to tell me that a horrible smell had been coming from his
backpack and when the teacher had opened it to clean it out, she
noticed rotten food stuck to the lining. When she asked Darian
about it, he admitted to taking food home from the
cafeteria.

I had wanted
to hunt Jennifer down and beat
the ever lovin’ crap out of her.

Instead, I
showed up today, unannounced,
while Darian was at school to check on their home situation. I
usually made bi-weekly visits, but they were scheduled and now I
knew Jennifer had been making sure everything was presentable on
those days. I was going to have to transfer her case to random
visits once a week because today’s unexpected visit revealed an
empty refrigerator, a dirty house, and a stranger I had to ask to
leave.

Fucking
assholes.

I let out a
low, calming breath. “Have you
given any consideration to the Schiffers’ offer to adopt Darian?” I
knew she was going to get bitchy, but Corey and Mara Schiffer were
foster parents who had fallen in love with Darian the first time
he’d been placed with them. Despite his care, Darian was a
pleasant, little six-year-old boy who hadn’t been completely
tainted yet. Corey and Mara adopting him was the best thing that
could probably happen to him at this point.

“See!” she
screeched. “You’re just like all the rest. You just
want to give my baby
away.”

One. Two. Three.
Four. Five…

“That’s not
true, Jennifer,” I replied. “I
just want what’s best for Darian. And a stable home where he’s fed
and clothed regularly would provide that for him.”

Jennifer’s
once pretty face flushed with
anger. “Says you,” she spat. “How do you know they’re not beating
him or molesting him when he’s with them? What makes them
better?”

A
lot of things, I wanted to
say, but I didn’t. The first year on the job, I had almost gotten
into three different physical altercations, but because we were
always so short-staffed, I hadn’t lost my job. However, I did learn
how to control my temper better.

“They’re good
people, Jennifer,” I said,
ignoring her accusations. One thing I did know, and that was that
the Schiffers did not abuse their foster children. I lived in a
shitty one-bedroom on the bad side of town to make sure of it.
After my second year as a social worker, and a constant string of
heartbreaks, I made sure every child I had who was placed in foster
care got monthly physicals to check for any signs of abuse. I paid
for it out of my own pocket, and while it forced me to live like a
beggar, it was worth my peace of mind a million times over. Plus,
the regular clinics I used knew what I was doing, and they did
their best to give me discounts and keep the bills relatively
low.

As
horrible as the reality was,
children already knew the evils of their parents by the time social
services step in. They were also familiar with it. Placing a child
with strangers, promising them the hope that things will be better,
only for things to turn out nastier, was an imaginable cruelty
worse than leaving them with their fucked-up parents in the first
place.

Nothing
was more devastating than giving a
broken child hope just to have it snatched from them
later.

I hated these
goddamn people.

I
also needed to start going back to
church.

I
stood up, smoothed the wrinkles from
my pencil skirt, and gathered Darian’s thick file from the cushion
of the couch. Jennifer didn’t bother standing, but I could hardly
expect manners from her if she couldn’t be bothered to feed her
child.

I looked
down at the woman and laid
down the law. “It’s simple, Jennifer,” I began. “Moving forward,
you will no longer be on scheduled visits. I-”

This time,
she stood up
“What?!”

“I will be
making surprise visits, and the first time I see any sign
of neglect, I will be pulling Darian
from your home and pushing for adoption by the
Schiffers.”

“You bitch!”
she screamed. “You can’t do that!”

I wanted to
punch her in the
face.

But I didn’t

“I can,” I
insisted. “And I will. Get
your act together, Jennifer, or I will take Darian.”
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