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Zola Motta

7 Years Before

SITTING ON THE DAMP grass, I wiped my hands on the turf. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Borya smiling as she looked at the sunset on the horizon. I tried to push away the terrible scenes from a few hours before: the blood, the screams, the deaths, still so terribly fresh in my memory.

“You seem apprehensive,” Borya commented.

I let out a falsely calm laugh and tried to hide the bitterness pulsing inside me.

“Nothing to worry about,” I said.

“Another tough mission?”

“None of them are easy,” I replied, thoughtful.

Borya rubbed her eyes, stared back at the sunset, and I saw sadness invade her beautiful face, distorting all her lovely delicate features. Her sadness sometimes intensified and made her eyes shine with complete dread.

“I like to think we aren’t what the mafia forces us to become,” she said, distant. “I’m not what everyone wants me to be. I know what I am, but maybe because I’m part of the mafia, I’ll never know what I could have been.”

I held her hand between mine and left a chaste kiss on her warm skin.

“I’m here, by your side, ready to fight for who you want to be, my love, even though I already love who you are.”

She opened a slow smile that made my heart leap in my chest.

“You,” Borya stated, emotional. “You are everything I wish I could have.”

“And you have every piece of my heart.”

My words didn’t seem to chase away her fears, which only intensified my own.

“Sometimes I’m afraid of that, Zola.” She withdrew her hands, clasping them to her chest. “I’m afraid all this love will end in complete destruction. Sometimes I think that, with everything my family has done, all the atrocities, me believing I’m the only one who will get away unscathed, the only one with the right to escape the consequences... it will make me pay in the worst way.”

“Borya, you haven’t done anything! You can’t let your brothers get into your head and—”

“But I have...” A tear rolled down her face. “After all, I’ve been with them all this time, haven’t I?”

“For God’s sake, you didn’t decide any of the brutalities inside your mafia. Why are you trying to blame yourself for it?”

Borya adjusted her fair hair and shrugged.

“I don’t want to, it’s just stronger than me. Do you understand?”

I pulled her into my arms and settled her in front of me.

“What I understand is that I love you and I’m not giving up on you.”

“Zola,” Borya turned to me. “I love you, more than I ever imagined I could love... but... please, don’t wait for something that won’t happen. My future is so uncertain that—”

“I’m willing to fight the world for you.”

“You might have to fight me in the end, my love.”

I blinked, confused, and Borya gave a chaste kiss to my lips.

“Why won’t you just accept me, Borya?” I asked, frustrated.

“Because I’m afraid of hurting you, and I’m afraid I won’t be enough for you.”

I cupped her face in my hands, forcing her to look directly into my eyes.

“I’m here, desperate, assuring you that you are everything I want. Can’t you just believe me?”

Borya smiled and kissed me slowly.

“I’ll believe you, then...” she said between kisses.

“I promise to love you unconditionally, Borya.”

She stopped the kiss and pulled her face a few inches from mine, and again, her features carried a heavy, worried feeling. Borya shook her head slightly, smiled again, and rested her head on my shoulder.

“I’ll always remember that in my heart,” Borya whispered.
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Zola Motta

SITTING WITH MY BACK to the table in the center of the dimly lit room, I looked out the window at the incredible view of the entire noisy suburb. The poorly lit streets, people hurrying along as night fell over them.

The indecipherable murmurs of the man sprawled on the floor behind me drew my attention again. I glanced over my shoulder; the man fell silent and dragged himself to the wall, seeking support.

“How many fingers do you have left on your hands?” I asked, dryly.

The man’s eyes widened and he shook his head desperately.

I turned toward him and fell silent, watching the fear present in every wretched movement of the traitor before me.

The dampness of the room made my nose itch and drew my attention to the deplorable state of the interrogation room in one of the most decadent clubs still operating within the mafia.

The man hid his bloody, battered hands, then squeezed his eyes shut tightly, as if begging some deity for mercy—but that was a word that had no place within the mafia, much less within me.

“I’ve already told you everything I know...” the man drooled as he spoke, weeping.

“I’ve never understood why fuck-ups like you decide to rebel. You, who took so much from the mafia, have no right to demand anything from it. You’re just paying your debt, and yet your greed made you want more of something you never even had a right to. But let me tell you something, small fry like you never get their hands on the prize.” I took a step toward him. “You’re just disposable pawns.”

The man opened his eyes, and the furious gleam in them made me smile. Yes, I knew how to handle that kind of feeling better.

“What did you expect? That I’d keep working in this shithole without ever becoming what you are? I had to take a chance.”

Envy was a dangerous feeling, especially when paired with ambition.

Though I seriously doubted the man’s desire to be in my skin if he knew what I’d gone through to become what I was today. Carrying my surname came with many sacrifices.

I analyzed the rag of a man on the floor staring at me, furious and terrified. He couldn’t fathom the real consequences of his actions. I shook my head, tired of dealing with the same kind of wretch. They never learned.

“Per favore...” he begged.

I offered a lifeless smile and picked up my gun. Slowly, I aimed it at the trembling man on the floor.

“I’ll ask one last time...” I cocked the hammer.

“You’re going to kill me, I know that...”

“Yes!” I cut him off. “But I can keep your son safe within the mafia. You won’t be so selfish as to condemn the boy. Will you?”

My words came out calm—no, apathetic. None of this moved me. I knew exactly how it would end, and then I’d have more work to do. But something inside me felt a certain familiarity with environments and situations like this.

“Melissa Adalberon,” he stammered, trembling. “That’s the name on the account.”

I shook my head, thinking of the unknown name, intrigued. It wasn’t a name known in the mafia.

The man lifted his head and stared at me with tear-filled eyes. He brought his hands, which now totaled only eight fingers, together and prayed. I watched it all with complete disinterest and waited for him to bargain with his God. Maybe then he’d get what he wanted in the next life.

“Per favore, don’t let my actions splash onto my piccolo.”

I respected a man who had consideration for his children, and for that reason, when I pulled the trigger, the bullet hit the exact spot for a quick death. His head snapped back, his body slowly slumped to the side, lying in the fresh, warm blood gushing from him.

I left the gun on the table behind me and turned back to the window, averting my eyes from the blood spreading across the floor.

I blinked hard, and the image of Borya’s lifeless body in my arms as I knelt in his blood flashed through my mind. I shook my head and tried to push the memory away.

The indifference of the moment was replaced by the poorly contained rage within me.

Inferno della vita.

[image: ]

I ENTERED THE CAMURRO mansion and went straight to the meeting room where Thierry Beaumont was waiting impatiently. The French consigliere was an irritating man who only showed up bringing problems, and this time was no different.

Thierry had been in Italy for only three days and had already managed to bring out the worst in everyone at Camurro. Dimitre, the Don, was anxious to send the wretched Frenchman back to his own mafia, but it seemed Thierry’s suspicions weren’t completely unfounded.

I opened the door to the room and found Dimitre, Thierry, and my brother Giovanni sitting in the black leather armchairs, talking heatedly.

“Well?” Thierry raised an eyebrow. “What did you get?”

Dimitre shot me a serious look, making his intentions clear: no fuss with the consigliere of a mafia we didn’t have a very friendly relationship with.

I leaned against the door and took a deep breath. Throwing information at Thierry for him to draw his own conclusions was a dangerous way to start getting everyone on the same page. Beaumont was a bloodthirsty man who didn’t like loose ends, and this whole investigation was a shot in the dark.

“The suspicions aren’t completely unfounded,” I said as I sat in the armchair closest to the door.

Thierry let out a disgusted grunt and shot a sideways glance at Dimitre.

The door to the room opened and Hugo entered with a slight smile on his face, greeting everyone. It would be good to have Hugo around; diplomatic as always, he’d know how to handle things when Thierry and Dimitre’s tempers flared.

My brother sat down near me and picked up his phone, smiling at the pop-up message from his wife.

“Coming into my territory with this grotesque accusation is an affront I’m overlooking for now,” Dimitre said impatiently to Thierry. “You have no proof of Camurro’s involvement, and demanding a position from us is too risky even for you.”

“If your capo can’t control his own borders, you should be having this meeting with him and not be in Italy with your tail between your legs asking for help,” Giovanni snapped, disgusted.

The anger in Thierry’s gaze didn’t go unnoticed, but he controlled himself and turned back to Dimitre.

“I’m not making accusations. I’m presenting the information we’ve gathered so far, which clearly shows your mafia’s involvement in the operations,” he growled harshly. “You may think you have control over your entire mafia, Dimitre, but you might be letting a little sheep or two slip through.”

Dimitre’s posture betrayed his growing irritation. Tense, he leaned forward, his jaw tight.

“Perhaps you should direct your opinion to your own capo. Jasper doesn’t even have the courage to come here and solve his own problems.” Dimitre offered a brief, threatening smile.

Jasper Ludono was a coward who was terrified of Dimitre. Jasper ran the French mafia like a puppet for the most influential captains in the country. He had no strength and even less influence.

“It would be good if we focused on the new information Zola obtained,” Hugo interjected.

I ran a hand over my face, realizing everyone was waiting for the information.

“I got a name.” I watched each of their reactions. “Not directly related to the arms smuggling, but something that might be connected to it.”

“We don’t have time for assumptions here,” Thierry complained.

I clenched my jaw.

“Assumptions are what we use in the absence of facts, Thierry,” I retorted. “Assumptions are all you brought us.”

Thierry let out a hostile laugh and glared at me, agitated.

“They’re smuggling heavy arms across the border between our countries. This weaponry has been entering your country without you noticing and is being sold to gangs in Algeria. The weapons have codes from their country of origin, so Rafjan is demanding a position from the French mafia.” He was exasperated. “You’re being played. Just bring me the name of the captain of northern Italy, who commands the border region, and this ends.”

Clearly, Thierry was a man ruled by his emotions.

Dimitre’s face was twisted with nerves, Giovanni was thoughtful and distant, while Hugo tried to calm Thierry by explaining that the captain of the northern region of Italy was a trustworthy man.

Verne Corleone was a fair man who had commanded the northern region for many years. Verne’s relationship with Dimitre was quite transparent, and they got along as well as possible, but the lack of information about this whole mess would certainly cause a rift between them.

Having Rafjan involved complicated the situation. Dealing with gangs from African countries was a challenge nobody wanted. Rafjan was an influential man who acted without honor or rules; he simply did what he needed to get what he wanted.

Rafjan was a filthy rich Algerian who, with his influence, managed to command gangs across Algeria, Libya, and Mali. He was not a man we wanted as an enemy.

“I spoke with Verne,” I called everyone’s attention. “He was already aware of suspicious activity in the region and has an open investigation into it.”

“Very convenient for him, isn’t it?” Thierry mocked, cynical. “Your captain is involved in this,” he stated.

“One more accusation from you and you’ll be expelled from Italy,” Dimitre snapped, agitated. “And I’m absolutely certain that alone, within your own decadent mafia, you won’t be able to solve this problem.”

Dimitre was clearly bothered. He hated not being involved in all the important missions happening within Camurro. Verne had his reasons for handling the investigation alone, but I wasn’t about to try to convince Dimitre of that.

Maintaining the position of Don of an entire country was a challenge Dimitre upheld at great cost. Dimitre Viorelle ruled the Italian mafia with an iron fist. He imposed his presence and, above all, his will, leaving no room for anyone to challenge him. His control was a shadow that loomed over everyone who was part of Camurro. Dimitre had forged his image with much sweat and conquest.

The subdivision within Camurro was well-structured; trusted people held influential positions, and Dimitre had handpicked Verne to command one of the mafia’s most problematic territories.

More precisely, Verne commanded the northwestern region of the country, always in conjunction with the mafia’s headquarters. No region within Camurro was autonomous, but the first-line captains had autonomy to manage their regions in some aspects and had to report everything high-risk to headquarters.

There was a council that facilitated communication between the interested parties. Camurro always respected the council’s decisions, as many impacted the entire mafia. The council meetings were something I never participated in and preferred to keep it that way; it was a whole month, and Dimitre turned into the Devil himself.

I didn’t deal with the bureaucratic side of the mafia; in fact, I was quite averse to all that, so I left it to my brothers, Giovanni and Hugo, and Dimitre, who always had the final word.

Getting involved in political issues and complex relationships between captains wasn’t part of my responsibilities, and honestly, I hated being a witness to it. That was a task more suited to Giovanni and Hugo, who could manipulate a conversation with just one well-placed comment.

“You said you got a name...” Giovanni said, turning to me.

“Yes. If the weaponry is being sold, we have to have someone lining their pockets. A suspicious account in the name of Francisco Argolen caught my attention...”

“And how did you get to this guy?” Thierry interrupted me, skeptical.

Because dealing with the mafia’s dark side was my function. The mafia functioned like a body, everything very interconnected, and I knew the function of every damn organ. I’d breathed the mafia since I was a child, taught to think for it, to act according to its movements and needs.

Nothing escaped my notice. Because I knew what it was to be in the midst of the real Camurro, beyond the podium where the big names sat. I knew everything, from where decisions were made to the life of the little kid thrown into the alleys selling drugs for one of the corrupt soldiers. I saw it all. I saw Camurro.

Ignoring Thierry’s question, I continued:

“Francisco was a croupier who worked at one of the decaying clubs in Turin. The club hadn’t been receiving much support from the mafia lately. The man was a desperate fuck-up who suddenly had an account full of money. I investigated him. Francisco ended up inside the mafia owing a horrific amount of money to the club. I pulled the bank account history, and the money only hit his account before going to a private, ghost account.”

“I’m sure you got our friend Francisco to give you the name of the account owner,” Giovanni murmured.

“Absolutely.” I winked at him. “But...”

“Spit it out!” Thierry barked.

My expression hardened.

“Nothing conclusive yet... and for that reason, I’ll keep the name confidential.”

Dimitre and my brothers understood my point. They knew how my investigations worked and trusted me, letting me do things my way.

Melissa Adalberon was an enigma that hadn’t taken me very far in my investigations. I needed more time and, more importantly, I needed to speak with Verne in person.

Dimitre turned to Giovanni.

“Call Verne and inform him we’re taking over this investigation,” he ordered. “You...” he pointed at me, “...resolve this quickly.”

“I want to monitor everything closely,” Thierry emphasized.

“Not with me in charge,” I muttered. “Go try to solve the problem within your own mafia; maybe we’ll advance faster that way.”

I left the meeting room and heard heavy footsteps right behind me. I glanced over my shoulder and found Giovanni on my heels.

I stopped and leaned against the wall, watching my brother stop in front of me. His look betrayed his intentions. My family tended to treat me sometimes like a lunatic, a bomb about to explode, a crack about to split open, a fucking great uncertainty.

“What is it?” I asked directly.

“When do you plan to leave for Turin?” Giovanni crossed his arms over his chest.

“As soon as I can. Why?”

“Did you forget what day it is?” He arched an eyebrow and huffed at my silence. “Shit, Zola! It’s Alex’s birthday. Maria sent you the invitation to the little party we’re having for him tomorrow.”

I swallowed dryly.

Alex was one of the few things that made me genuinely happy, but these last few days I’d been dealing with so much rage I felt exhausted. I wouldn’t impose such chaos on my nephew’s life; he deserved more... much more.

My nephew has been through a lot of trauma, and he was still just a child. Alex’s life had been a battle from the day he was born. His father, the former capo of the Russian mafia, was a bastard, and his mother was torn from him in the worst way possible. For a time, Borya was the light in the boy’s life, and even that was ripped from him horribly. Ripped from us.

“I’ll go to the party tomorrow,” I mumbled.

Giovanni massaged his temples, annoyed.

“The boy misses you, goddammit,” he grunted, frustrated. “And frankly, I’m tired of making excuses to cover your ass.”

“I haven’t been the best company lately.”

“For years you’ve been...” He waved a hand, searching for the word. “This!” he accused. “This mess.”

“Tell Alex and your wife I’ll be at the party tomorrow. I promise.”

Giovanni gave a sideways, mordant smile.

“To hell with your promises,” he muttered and stomped out.

For a long time, Alex was an anchor for me, a reason to keep fighting, day by day, which only made me realize what a selfish bastard I was. The boy deserved more than that, more than my dubious attention.

I returned to my house, and as I approached the enormous, tall graphite-iron gates, they swung open, clearing my passage. I drove up the small road leading to the mansion and observed the soldiers at their posts, alert and armed.

I parked the car, and the main door of carved wood opened. Emilio, the butler, stood in the doorway, assessing me. Emilio kept the house running, managed the details of the vast place I called home.

The mansion was beautiful, in every miserable detail, but utterly lifeless. I couldn’t give it meaning, much less turn this place into a home.

“How was your day, sir?” Emilio closed the door behind me.

“The usual.”

Emilio’s eyes swept over my clothes, and his nose wrinkled as I took off my blazer and he saw the bloodstains on my white shirt.

“I see,” he remarked, restrained.

Emilio was a centered man with a sharp tongue, and no matter how often I threatened to cut it out, he found it necessary to voice his opinion when he saw fit. Deep down, I’d grown accustomed to it. Emilio was one of the few people who didn’t treat me with condescension or self-interest.

He was a man in his sixties who had seen more than his fair share of what the mafia was capable of. A man who had stared death in the face many times and had found within my house a safe place to relax, without worrying about having his head torn from his body every night.

Living so close to me, the damned man knew about the ghosts that haunted me every goddamn night, had seen all my many facets, and still hadn’t run in fear.

I respected him, and he respected who I had become, without constantly trying to change me.

“I have a job in Turin,” I commented as I climbed the stairs.

“A complicated region. Field work?” Emilio inquired, curious.

“Not for now. I’m investigating a situation that’s worrying me.”

“You, worried?” He snorted. “Must be a haunting problem, then.”

“Nothing I can’t handle.” I entered the bedroom, already unbuttoning my shirt.

“By the way, sir...” Emilio paused at the bedroom door. “You have a visitor waiting in the living room.”

I furrowed my brow and turned to him, irritated.

“And why did you authorize any visitor into my house?” I asked, bitter.

The corners of Emilio’s mouth twitched, holding back a smile, which only irritated me further.

“It’s a familiar face. I thought it would do you good to talk to friends,” Emilio explained, succinct.

“I didn’t hire you to act on what you think, Emilio,” I snapped.

Emilio shook his head and held the doorknob.

“The visitor awaits, sir. I will inform them you will be down after your bath.”

He began to close the door but stopped when I called him.

“Who is in my house?”

“Sergej Drozdov,” Emilio announced and closed the door, leaving me alone in my room.

What the hell is that Russian doing here?

I took my bath, feeling my head throb from the day’s rush. So many things pending, and now I had to waste my time with Sergej. I hadn’t seen the bastard in over two years, and suddenly he shows up at my house.

I changed into comfortable clothes and headed toward the living room, trying to guess the reason for the sudden visit from the old Russian captain. I entered the room, and Sergej didn’t seem to mind my delay. He was sitting on the sofa with the coffee table in front of him laden with appetizers, a beer in his hands. He looked at me over his shoulder and flashed a huge smile that made me even more uncomfortable.

“Sergej,” I greeted in Russian, since the bastard couldn’t even be bothered to learn another language.

My Russian was rusty; I hadn’t used it in years and would prefer to keep it that way if not for the man sitting in my living room. Speaking Russian brought back memories I’d rather keep dormant.

“Great friend,” he said with his mouth full. “Come, sit.”

He invited me to make myself at home in my own house. Some things about people never changed.

I threw myself onto the plush beige sofa, tense. I should be investigating the problem in Turin right now, not wasting time with Sergej, but there was something familiar about the man that made me comfortable.

Sergej had been a great ally who helped me get Borya out of Russia when her brother had completely lost his mind. Sergej had access to privileged information due to his position, and for some reason he’d never explained to me, he had stood up to his capo to help Borya.

“No food in your own house?” I raised an eyebrow, watching him attack everything on the coffee table.

“I would never refuse Italian food.”

“Well... if you came here to fill your belly... you’ve done it. You can leave.” I gestured toward the door.

“Always brimming with happiness, aren’t you?” Sergej put down the food and looked at me seriously. “It’s been a long time, my friend.”

“How are things in your mafia?” I preferred to steer toward a controllable subject.

Sergej waved a hand, dismissing my question.

“I didn’t come here to talk about the mafia.” Sergej sighed wearily. “I have no energy for all that anymore, my dear.”

Sergej was a robust man who had given his entire life to the mafia, gaining absolutely nothing from it. Now, in his old age, he seemed to want no part of the burdens of the work.

“I’m eager to hear why you are here,” I commented without enthusiasm.

Sergej studied me calmly and let out a disapproving laugh.

“You are not the same, boy.” He pointed a finger at me. “Though the petulance remains.”

This time, I didn’t hold back the smile that bloomed on my face.

“Why are you here, Sergej?” I asked, lighter.

“I’ve heard about you, boy. Your fame has crossed borders.” He drank his beer. “The mountain of bodies you’re building will become the perfect structure for your sinister podium at the top.”

Though Sergej spoke casually, his disapproval was intrinsic to his words.

“I’m good at my job. You, better than anyone, should know what it’s like to operate at the core of the mafia.”

“Oh, I know, boy.” He looked at me seriously. “The important thing is not to lose yourself in all that rot.” He took a deep breath. “Borya wouldn’t like this.”

He had finally touched on the subject that brought him here.

No. Borya was not a discussable subject. Not for me.

Her clear blue eyes invaded my mind, making me contract in pain. I gripped the arm of the sofa tightly and breathed in with difficulty.

“We are not having this conversation,” I said through clenched teeth.

Sergej smiled a smile that said a lot about what he thought of the situation. He studied me shrewdly, seeing the cracks I’d been working so hard to keep hidden.

“All this indifference...” He gestured at all of me. “It’s not helping, is it? Borya would be impressed to see how weak you’ve become.”

“Go fuck yourself!” I snarled.

“I didn’t leave Russia and come all this way to be frightened by a broken little boy like you, Zola.”

“You shouldn’t have left. I don’t know what the fuck your intention is, but you can shove it up your ass and get the hell out of my house.”

“No. You will listen to me, because... Damn it!” He ran his hands over his face. “I’m doing this for her, too. Borya would be devastated to see you like this, boy.”

I let out a dry laugh and glared at him, angry.

“I’m not so sure,” I commented, mordant.

Sergej narrowed his eyes and looked at me, indignant.

“Be careful where you direct your anger.” He sighed heavily. “I don’t recognize you, Zola.”

“Welcome to the club.”

“I loved that girl too, Zola. Borya was like a daughter to me. I looked after her when those bastards made her life hell. I helped her get to you when the girl found herself madly in love. I trusted you to love her.”

My long-apathetic, slow heart contracted in my chest, making me catch my breath. No, I will not go through this again. Anything related to Borya brought a whirlwind of feelings that always got the better of me and drowned me with ease.

Sergej observed my deliberate silence and shook his head, disappointed.

“You loved her, Zola. Remember that. Remember what you and—”

“Stop!”

I brought a hand to my chest and tried to breathe normally.

“It’s not your love for her that makes you suffer so much. You can fool everyone around you, but I followed your story from the beginning. I witnessed your love and how it transformed you both.”

“Please...” I begged, beside myself.

“Don’t take the easy way out,” Sergej prodded.

“Easy?” I looked up, irritated.

I laughed incredulously.

I didn’t know what to do with all these feelings inside me. I had become this runaway mess that sucked everything around it into the complete chaos within me. Being the same man who loved Borya was impossible. After her death, I found myself pretending to be anything else.

So many facets, so many versions of me. Pretending all the time made me completely lose my way, and today I was neither one thing nor the other, but the sum of all sorrows and pains.

“That’s not how you’ll get that anger out of you, boy,” Sergej commented, annoyed.

It wasn’t anger. It was much more than that. It was liquid fury, a hatred that tensed my muscles and paralyzed me.

All this hatred mixed with the mad love that woman made me feel, and I found myself completely surrendered, powerless, unable to react.

I closed my eyes, and the memory attacked me with force. I could even feel the weight of Borya’s dead body in my arms. The blood flowing, staining our bodies, her face... I swallowed dryly. That scene still robbed me of sleep.

At first, I tried to convince myself that my love for her would remain strong, that it would give me the strength to carry on, that I would never blame her for her choice. But time proved to be a damned executioner and showed me that love was the devil itself.

“My anger is that I can’t forget all that shit! I can’t remember her love without seeing her fucking skull blown open.” I clenched my jaw. “My anger...” I took a deep breath. “Is that I can’t... fuck it.”

“Borya always took care of people from a young age. She had this special gift of making people become a better version of themselves. She did it with me...” Sergej smiled at me. “And she did it with you, too. You may think that when you took her out of Russia, from the hands of her sick brothers, it was she who needed you, but it was completely the opposite. You always needed her more.”

“And yet, she chose to leave me.”

Sergej shook his head thoughtfully.

“And you blame her for that.” His placating tone did nothing to soften the veiled accusation. “But it’s not her fault you choose to suffer for her choice, Zola. I can’t let you do that, boy.”

I laughed at the old man’s audacity.

“Join the club. My family has been trying to fix me for years. They treat me like a goddamn lunatic.”

“And you still manage to fool them with all this pitiful drama of irrepressible love. Not with me, Zola. I know what feeling is boiling inside you and making your legs shake,” Sergej spat harshly.

I stared at him, uncomfortable.

“Whatever you’re scheming, stop now. My family already gives me enough grief,” I grumbled. “They look at me like I’m next in line to put a bullet in my head.”

Sergej studied me, displeased.

“I think you’d be quite capable of it if it would take you to her, just so you could strangle her.”

I rested my head against the back of the sofa and relaxed, realizing it was no use trying to scare off the bastard sitting on my couch.

“If I killed myself, I’d lose one of the few advantages I have over her...”

“Advantage?” Sergej frowned.

“Of being alive, damn it,” I cursed.
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CHAPTER 2
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Zola Motta

SUNLIGHT BATHED OUR naked skin as Borya traced a finger across my chest. She laid her head over my heart. I tightened my arm around her waist, pulling her closer. I felt the cool breeze from the window, looked down at her, and smiled at the sight of her beautiful, sincere blue eyes gazing back at me.

“I could spend the rest of my life like this,” I whispered to her.

“Naked and clinging to me?” She let out a light laugh and raised herself up on an elbow to face me.

I smoothed her hair and stroked her faintly flushed cheek.

“By your side.”

I pulled her close and kissed her slowly. Borya brought her hand to my face and gently pulled away.

“There is a place by my side, my love...” she smiled, “and that place is yours.”

I felt the warm liquid against my skin. I pulled back from her and saw blood streaming down her face. I frowned and yanked her toward me in a panic.

“Borya... what...”

Her eyes grew dull, the blue turning to grey until they were completely white. The blood wouldn’t stop gushing and I tried desperately to wipe it from her skin. I looked at her again and her face was twisted in pain, as if she wanted to scream.

I held her tight and began screaming her name, begging her to go back to normal, to react to anything, and then her cold hands gripped my face with paralyzing force.

“There is a place by my side, Zola.” The sound came out, but her mouth didn’t move.

Borya pulled away and placed a revolver in my hands. I gripped the heavy weapon tightly, watching her rise from the bed.

I caught my breath at the sight of the hole in the back of her head, gushing blood as she walked across the room, staining everything in her path.

“That place has always belonged to you, my love.” Her lifeless words made me tremble.

I realized then that I was holding the gun to my own head.

“I love you, Zola.”

Borya appeared beside me and helped my finger sink into the trigger.

I woke with a start, drenched in cold sweat, gasping for air. I leapt from the bed as if the sheets were burning my skin. I leaned against the cold wall and tried to steady my breathing. I clutched the necklace around my neck and, when I was calmer, opened the locket. I looked at the picture of Borya smiling softly, happily—the real Borya. The woman who tore the heart from my chest and took it from this world, not the ghost of her that haunted me every night.

I glanced at the clock on the nightstand. It was still early. I changed quickly and ran out of the house, letting the last of the night and the cold wind wrap around me.

The darkness of the early morning stretched out its inviting arms, embracing me in its melancholy. On the empty street, feeling the dew cling to my skin, I let the silence echo cruelly inside me, reviving memories I desperately tried to bury beneath so much grief.

I set the timer on my wristwatch and began running through the streets. My footsteps echoed in the lonely streets. The weak light from the streetlamps illuminated the ghostly sidewalks. I looked at the houses with their lights off, where people rested peacefully through the night, preparing for the new day to come, unaware of the dangers that lurked just outside their doors.

I kept running, pushing my body to its limit, feeling my muscles scream with exhaustion.

It wasn’t enough.

With my heart pounding wildly in my chest, I slowed to a stop, bent forward, and braced my hands on my knees.

The exhaustion never seemed to be enough. My body could be spent, but my mind was more alive than ever, punishing me, enslaving me.

I returned home, irritated and frustrated.

I stopped abruptly in the hallway, noticing movement on the living room sofa. Sergej stood up, stretching. I blinked hard. I must be hallucinating.

Hadn’t this bastard left?

I leaned against the doorframe and stared at him.

“It’s 5:30 a.m., kid. Are you some kind of psychopath?” Sergej complained, leaning his head back against the sofa.

“I’m about to become one if you don’t get the hell out of my house,” I said, crossing my arms.

Emilio walked calmly down the hall and greeted me normally as he passed.

I massaged my temple and followed Emilio.

“Why did you make up the sofa for that man to sleep on?” I asked.

Emilio gestured toward the coffee table, which was set, puzzling me. I never drank coffee at home.

“What’s this supposed to mean?”

“A little normality won’t hurt you,” Emilio commented, then went to fetch Sergej.

I cursed and left the whole charade behind. I went up to my room and took a long shower.

I already had enough interference to deal with today at my brother’s party. The pitying looks were what irritated me the most, and yet I couldn’t push them away completely like I did with everything else.

My family was the only thing that tied me to this reality, the only thing that could still make me feel a flicker of warmth in my chest. And I couldn’t fail them. I couldn’t fail Alex. Not again.

I used the free time to sit at the small corner table in my room and began investigating Melissa Adalberon’s life. Without wasting much time, the investigation came to a halt when I found the woman’s death certificate.

How was a dead woman receiving laundered money inside one of the mafia’s clubs?

I heard a soft knock at the door, and when I answered, Emilio entered with a gift-wrapped package in his hands.

“I thought it wouldn’t be polite to arrive at the party today without a gift for the birthday boy,” Emilio said, placing the package on my bed.

I let out a weary sigh.

“Thank you, Emilio,” I said, feeling a pang of guilt.

He gave me a sincere smile, catching me off guard.
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AS SOON AS I ARRIVED at Alex’s party, he didn’t even notice the huge wrapped box in my arms. The boy threw himself at me and hugged me. Maria took the present from my hands and shot me a sidelong glance when she noticed someone else right behind me.

Sergej smiled politely at Maria and greeted her with the rehearsed Italian that came out terribly incomprehensible. Maria’s grimace was priceless, clearly annoyed at not knowing who this intrusive guest was.

I hugged Alex affectionately and kissed the top of his head. The boy was growing at an alarming rate.

“I knew you’d come,” Alex said proudly.

“I wouldn’t miss this for anything.” I ruffled his hair. “You don’t turn nine every day. How are you feeling?”

“Like a grown-up.” He puffed out his chest. “Soon I’ll be a captain, just like you, Uncle.”

I swallowed hard and let the comment pass.

Sergej took a large step to stand beside me and watched the excited Alex in front of me.

“Good heavens, he’s the exact mix of his mother and father,” Sergej commented in Russian.

Maria appeared in our line of sight with a stern expression and spoke in her perfect Russian.

“Certain names are forbidden in this house, sir.” She stared at Sergej seriously. “And can you guess which names top that list?” She arched an eyebrow challengingly.

Alex’s father and his uncle were names that still affected Maria in a frightening way. But I couldn’t condemn the entire Anzor family, because Borya carried the same surname and was the sweetest person I’d ever known.

Sergej didn’t hold back his laughter.

“Your reputation precedes you, Mrs. Motta,” Sergej said politely in Russian.

“And who are you?” she asked directly.

Alex took the gift package I’d given him and shot me a conspiratorial smile, making me feel guilty for not even knowing what was wrapped inside.

“An old friend of Zola’s,” Sergej said, catching my attention.

Maria gave me a questioning look, and I shrugged. I would never bring anyone who posed any risk to my brothers’ home.

“Zola doesn’t have friends,” Maria said dismissively. “You must be a very persistent person, Mr. Sergej.” She smiled. “Please, enjoy the party... and you...” She pointed at me and took a deep breath. “Thank you for coming.”

Her sincere comment bothered me. I knew I’d been distant lately, but I hadn’t abandoned Alex, for hell’s sake. Being with my nephew was one of the few things I truly valued and the last thing I wanted to ruin, which was exactly why I needed to keep a certain distance.

I gave Maria a practiced smile, looked for Sergej, and noticed the old man had already mingled with Hugo’s wife. Yvonne was chatting calmly in Russian, surprising me.

As usual, Maria had gone overboard with the decorations, and the house was filled with balloons and weird character-themed decor.

“Horrible, isn’t it?” Alex appeared beside me. “I asked her not to use these strange dolls.”

I laughed at the face he made. Even though Alex wasn’t Giovanni’s biological son, with each passing year I found him more and more like my brother, in his mannerisms and the way he spoke.

“Haven’t you found a way to persuade your mother yet?”

Alex laughed mockingly.

“Even my dad hasn’t figured that out yet,” he said, annoyed.

Despite knowing his history, Alex saw Maria and Giovanni as his true parents.

“I don’t doubt it, little panda,” I said, using the nickname Maria often used to tease him.

Alex gave a sad, sideways smile, but his expression soon changed, and he showed me the exact replica of a machine gun. I almost snatched it from his hands to check if it was really a toy. I’m going to kill Emilio.

“The present is fucking awesome...” He lifted the gun excitedly and ran off toward his friends to show it off.

I caught Giovanni’s disapproving gaze fixed on me. I gave my brother a crooked smile and began mingling with the crowd.

Christ. Where did Maria know so many people from?

I leaned against a pillar, watching people talking and laughing together.

“Planning to hide here until the party’s over?” Maria’s voice made me grunt.

“Here to complain about the present I gave him?” I gestured toward Alex near the pool.

Maria sighed.

“I’m in a good mood today. We can save the scolding for another time.” She watched Alex with a smile on her lips. “He’s a good boy.”

Alex was playing and running around, happy, and Borya’s voice invaded my head.

“I don’t need to worry. He’ll never be like my brother. Alex is light. He is good.”

“Yes, he is,” I agreed.

“Giovanni told me you’re going to Turin on a mission...”

“Investigation,” I corrected, but she kept talking.

“...and I know that takes time, but...” Maria looked at me worriedly. “We won’t be there with you, and I need you to promise you won’t do anything stupid.”

Her concern always left me feeling awkward.

“I was a captain long before you came to Italy,” I teased, but it didn’t seem to ease her unease.

“Promise me.” Maria grabbed my arm.

“I’ll be back before you know it, sis.”

She shook her head anxiously.

“I know you hate people meddling in your life, but I’m going to do it one more time.” Her penetrating eyes held mine. “No matter how much you deny yourself even a shred of joy, remember there are people in this family who love you and need you.” She looked at Alex. “So don’t do anything stupid.”

Maria left me alone before I could process the flood of words she’d thrown at me. I turned my gaze back to Alex and smiled, seeing him happy, laughing, and having fun.

Borya would be so proud to see him like this.

“So... there’s still hope for you, kid,” Sergej commented, appearing suddenly beside me.

“What do you think of the family?” I looked at my brothers talking across the room.

“They haven’t given up on you yet. They’re a real family... in the truest sense of the word,” Sergej said seriously.

I nodded, letting his words settle between us.

“Your stay in Italy is coming to an end, Sergej.”

The old man raised an eyebrow.

“Why? I just got here.”

“I’m leaving for an investigation tomorrow, and I don’t need a grandpa trailing after me, slowing me down.”

Sergej punched my arm.

“This grandpa can still make plenty of bastards run for their lives.”

I laughed at his gruff manner.

“Not on my team, sir,” I joked.

I walked through the crowd toward my brothers.

Giovanni was leaning against the wall with a glass of whiskey in his hand, talking to Giacomo, who was clearly bothered by something. Hugo noticed my approach and smiled calmly.

“Who’s your new friend?” Hugo nodded toward Sergej.

“I wouldn’t say new...” I muttered. “Sergej is more like a persistent nuisance.”

Giacomo grunted something I couldn’t understand, and Giovanni shook his head, agreeing with whatever our eldest brother had said.

“What’s going on?” I asked, curious.

“Our parents just arrived,” Giacomo said caustically.

Having Rico Motta in any environment was a major challenge. Our father made no effort to be pleasant; he believed everyone was obligated to revere him and accept his presence. And my brothers hadn’t completely banished him from their lives only because of our mother.

Rosalina Motta used to be a more vibrant woman, but over the years, our mother had withdrawn further into her shell. Being Rico Motta’s wife must have been a heavy burden to bear, but she didn’t want to be free of my father. Even with her children’s support, she chose her husband.

I didn’t judge my mother for her choices, but being near my father wasn’t an option for me, which had driven a wedge between us.

Rico had always made his dissatisfaction with his grandchildren clear, except for Giacomo’s son, who became the focus of all our father’s attention. Our father recognized no boundaries, and it made Giacomo nervous.

“Look, if it isn’t the sons I raised...” Our mother’s soft voice caught our attention. Rosalina approached with a huge smile on her gentle face. She kissed each of our foreheads and hugged Hugo. “Four sons, and only one seems to remember he has a mother,” she jabbed.

“Where’s Rico, Mom?” Giacomo asked, displeased.

“He brought a present for Leonel, and...”

“It’s Alex’s birthday, Mom,” I said, not hiding my dissatisfaction.

She massaged her cheekbone and sighed, annoyed.

“Your father isn’t a reasonable man. You know that well enough,” she said, embarrassed.

Giacomo excused himself and went off in search of our progenitor before he could start trouble with Sophia, his wife.

My mother linked her arm with mine and rested her head against me.

“It’s good to see you, my son. How have you been?”

“I’m fine, Mamma. Just working a lot.”

“The mafia won’t collapse if you take a few hours off to visit your mother.”

I kissed her head and gently disentangled myself.

“Unfortunately, the visit will have to wait, Mamma. I’m traveling for work, but I promise to see you when I get back.”

She shot a curious, amused look at Giovanni and Hugo.

“Should I scold you for lying so blatantly to your own mother?” she asked with a calm laugh.

“Yes, please do,” Giovanni said, giving me a provocative look.

Rosalina’s expression turned serious, and she pointed at him.

“You’re no different. Have you forgotten the way to my house?” Finally, she looked at Hugo and took his hand. “You’re the only one of the four who remembers I exist.”

“For God’s sake, Mamma...” Giovanni grumbled.

“Wait for me. I’m going to speak directly with your wives. I’ve already realized they’re the ones who make the decisions.” She gave me a curious look. “Speaking of wives...”

“No,” I cut her off seriously. “You already have enough daughters-in-law and grandchildren.”

Rosalina stepped closer to me and stroked my face.

“I will still see you with a family, my son. Happy and fulfilled.” She kissed my cheek. “You deserve to be happy, Zola,” she whispered so only I could hear.

I was happy once. And then, suddenly, I wasn’t anymore.
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CHAPTER 3
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Zola Motta

A HARSH WINTER HAD settled over the narrow streets of Turin, turning the city into a blend of gray and white. People bundled up against the cold walked the icy streets, taking in the melancholy scenery of the city with its history-laden buildings.

The cobblestone streets, soaked by recent rain, reflected the light from the lampposts that illuminated the dark afternoon. A soft mist hung over the canals, lending the old bridges an ethereal touch.

I drove toward the Camurro building where Verne was waiting. The sooner we resolved the issue with the French mob, the better; we didn’t want Rafjan turning his attention toward us.

The three-story building run by the Camurro had a gray, unremarkable facade. Set apart from the city, it stood next to a small black warehouse the mob used for storage.

The place was easily overlooked by anyone using that route. The building blended in with the few other structures in the area and operated in a similarly low-key manner to avoid raising suspicion.

I parked the car, and the soldiers didn’t take long to recognize me, greeting me cautiously. I entered the building; the aroma of freshly brewed coffee hung in the air. Trained soldiers were busy at their desks and nodded in greeting.

Verne pointed toward a door and gave a satisfied nod when he saw me.

“You’re early,” he said, walking over to me.

“As promised. We have a lot to discuss.”

Verne guided me toward the room he’d been in and closed the door, isolating us from the rest of the building. Despite his solicitous demeanor, I knew my presence here could be irritating and provocative, but Verne would never let it show. Always the politician, he would do what was necessary.

I sat in the comfortable brown leather armchair and took in the organized, minimalist room.

“Did you interrogate the man I told you about?” Verne asked as he sat in the armchair opposite me.

“Yes. He was a traitor, but he doesn’t represent the whole problem.”

“The man fled Turin for a reason, Zola.”

“Yes, he’d already been paid for his services. He was a ridiculous pawn who didn’t understand the risk he was taking by letting them use his name. An exorbitant amount of money just appeared in his account.”

“I’ve heard the French consigliere is demanding a response from us...” Verne muttered.

“Dimitre isn’t happy with your silence, Verne,” I pointed out.

“This whole situation is one big trap. I was personally in charge of the investigation, and to be honest, I’m happy to dump this whole mess in your lap.”

“What have you found so far?” I asked, intrigued.

“It started as two separate problems that ended up becoming one. The money laundering inside one of the clubs was what caught our attention first. The club, Grigio, has been a problem for us for a while. Some rogue soldiers started using the club to spread their ideas about becoming an independent gang.”

“Why wasn’t this reported to headquarters?” I interrupted.

“It was handled. Grigio is a decaying club that now operates only to entrap people in debt to the mob.”

“Not before all that money was stolen...” I said, accusatory.

“That leads to the second part of the problem. The weapons smuggling across the border. The investigation is recent and involves the club. I recently discovered that the money from the weapons was being funneled into the club and laundered, siphoning even more money from the mob. It’s a complex scheme that goes far beyond a single traitorous soldier,” Verne explained, irritated. “Did Thierry bring any information about who’s moving the weapons from his territory into ours?”

I gave a dry laugh.

“Thierry came to dump the problem in our laps. And if we don’t solve it soon, he’ll put us in Rafjan’s crosshairs, too,” I grunted.

“If Rafjan is involved in this, then it’s worse than I thought.”

“Rafjan isn’t directly involved,” I explained. “The weapons are being passed on to rival gangs within his territory.”

“Fuck!” Verne turned on the notebook on the coffee table and swiveled the screen toward me. “We have a casino in the second basement of Grigio, a seedy place that attracts the most unscrupulous men. When I discovered the money laundering, I decided to check the casino footage and found something interesting.”

The video started, and I paid attention to every detail. Verne fast-forwarded to the part that had caught his eye, and I watched as a woman with short dark hair, dressed in a fancy dress that was completely out of place in the filthy location, entered the casino with her shoulders hunched. She passed the deplorable slot machines and hid between a machine and a wall column. A tall, bald man with a tattooed neck approached the woman, and the two began to talk. The woman handed a briefcase to the man, who seemed to lose his patience and pinned her against the wall. The man whispered in her ear, and when he released her, she ran out of the casino.

“Who’s the woman?” I rewound the video and watched it again.

“Marina Adalberon Rarivelli,” Verne informed me, and I paused the video.

I looked at him, surprised to hear the name.

“Looks like the whole family might be involved...” I thought aloud.

“What family?” Verne looked at me, confused.

“The name the traitor I interrogated gave me was Melissa Adalberon,” I commented, thoughtful.

Verne ran his hands over his face and let out an irritated puff of air.

“You’ll love this, then. Marina Adalberon is married to Dario Rarivelli.”

The name wasn’t unknown to me, but I couldn’t connect it to any specific person. Sensing my confusion, Verne explained:

“Dario is an extremely wealthy businessman, owner of one of the largest wineries in Italy.”

Then the wine brand came to mind. Rarivelli Wines.

“What do we know about this family?” I stared at the video, paused on the woman with a face full of fear.

Verne grunted hostilely.

“A normal rich family, living a boring life. The woman, Marina, has been married to Rarivelli since she was twenty. He knew from a young age he’d be filthy rich, inheriting the family fortune. They have no children and live in a mansion in Rivoli.” Verne showed images of Marina and Dario on the notebook screen.

The name Adalberon flashed in my mind again, subtle, intriguing me.

“Does Dario have any family?” I started researching the man’s life on my phone. “Apparently, just one living niece,” I commented, disinterested.

Verne was focused on his notebook.

“Seems the Adalberon family is more interesting,” he said and turned the screen toward me. “Bernardo Adalberon is Marina’s brother. He’s a local politician, preparing to launch his new campaign.”

I frowned as all the disconnected information swirled in my head.

“How many people are in this family?” I dismissed the search about Dario’s niece.

“Can’t find much information. They’re just a simple family that got lucky because the sister married a rich guy,” Verne muttered.

I took the notebook from his hands and started researching the information myself. Focused on my search, I didn’t see time passing. I noticed Verne leaving and entering the room several times, but I stayed focused. The more I looked, the more boring and corrupt the family appeared.

News items popped up on gossip sites.

“Rarivelli Company sold its most expensive vintage this year, accumulating millions in revenue in the first half of the year.”

“Millionaire businessman Dario Rarivelli invests in the construction sector and promises new projects for the community.”

“Millionaire businessman, owner of Rarivelli Wines, is under investigation for embezzling public works funds and must account to the police by the end of the month.”

“Dario Rarivelli promises at charity event to divert part of company profits to underprivileged communities.”

“Rarivelli wine cellars are under police investigation. Dario Rarivelli, CEO of the company, declined to comment.”

Dario Rarivelli was a man who did everything for money and power. An ambitious man who knew how to handle money and fuck people over.

Verne entered the room again, and the smell of hamburgers hung in the air, catching my attention. He placed the paper bag on the coffee table and sat in the armchair.

“Find anything?” Verne opened the soda and poured two glasses.

“That Dario Rarivelli is a fucking opportunistic bastard,” I snapped.

I stopped talking when I found a photo on a charity website of the entire family. Dario was in the center with his arms wrapped around his wife Marina, who smiled timidly for the camera. Next to Marina was an older woman with a sad, fallen face and a distant gaze. In the left corner of the photo, further from Dario, was Bernardo, his brother-in-law, with a tall blonde woman beside him. And further forward, closer to the camera, was a woman crouched down with a genuine smile on her face as she looked at the pale, frail child beside her.

I felt the air being slowly sucked out of me as I stared at the two of them and the memory revived in my mind. I remembered them both.

I zoomed in on the image, and those innocent, doe-like eyes invaded my mind. The name of the girl beside her exploded in my thoughts: Agnes. But I couldn’t remember the woman’s name.

Agitated, I looked at the names in the photo caption and exhaled forcefully.

Melina Adalberon.

“What’s wrong?” Verne looked at me curiously.

I ran my hands over my face, disconcerted.

“I think we have an even bigger problem on our hands,” I commented, accepting the snack he handed me. “Who was the man in the video with Marina Adalberon?”

“Haven’t found him yet.”

“Start with him...” I bit into the snack, thoughtful.

“And what are you going to do?” He arched an eyebrow.

“I’m going after the Adalberon family. We need to observe them up close.”
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EVEN WITH THE CHAOTIC day, I couldn’t sleep. The house, set apart from the city and hidden in the woods, was like an oasis. I left the house, letting the cold of the early morning seep into my skin, and started running along the dark trail.
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