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"M

olly!" My mother’s voice floated up the stairs. "Dinner’s ready!”

I closed the homework I had been stuck on and headed towards the stairs; I always found it funny, the way that my mother called for me like this, as though she had been the one to put that dinner on the table and not the staff who stuck around to make sure everything in our lives ran as smoothly as it possibly could.

But either way, I was hungry – I'd been at cheerleading practice after school, and I’d come straight back to get some homework finished, not having had time to eat before dinner, and I knew that I needed to feast if I was going to keep my energy up for the exams I had coming up.

There was something different about the house, I couldn’t help but notice, as I made my way down the stairs. My footsteps slowed as I tried to figure out what it was – something about the temperature, maybe? Was it going to snow or something? I didn’t have a clue, but there was something off, I was sure of it...

I pushed it to the back of my mind when I saw my mother standing in the doorway to the dining room, a big smile on her face. She pulled me into a hug as soon as she saw me, planting a kiss on the top of my head.

"I feel like I’ve hardly seen you all week," she told me, pulling me away so that she could look me up and down. "How are you doing?”

"I’m fine, Mom," I promised her, squirming out of her grip once I saw the food waiting for me on the table. Something big must have happened recently in my father’s work, because the table was laden with a roast, what he always chose to eat when he had something to celebrate.

"Well, good," she replied, and she followed me inside. The scent of her expensive, musky perfume lingered on her skin; the same kind that she had worn for as long as I could remember, my whole life through up until this point. My father brought her a bottle every time he went away, and I could still picture the look on her face when she received the last one from him. How happy she had been, even though I was sure that she had a back catalogue of them by now.

"Hey, Daddy," I called to my father, who was still on the phone, probably finalizing something that needed to be taken care of before he could join us to eat. He lifted his hand in greeting. I wondered, briefly, what he was doing on that phone – but I pushed that to the back of my mind quickly. I knew that there was no reason for me to keep trying to find out. Because I was certain that, if I did, there would be nothing but trouble to come from it, anyway.

Now that I was sixteen, old enough to really start to notice the world around me, I would have been crazy to ignore the fact that my own father was so much involved with a world that I didn’t know anything about. Well, that was a lie – I knew a little about it, enough that I was certain that I didn’t want to find out anything more. It had been the same since I was a kid, since I had first been aware of him going away to take care of things that other fathers didn’t.

It was something that allowed us to keep this lifestyle that we had grown used to, the lifestyle that I’d enjoyed my entire life through. The lifestyle that let me go on vacations and explore the world, that made sure that I didn’t have to worry about getting a part-time job to support myself if I didn’t want to. And I knew that nothing he was doing could have been that bad, because he just didn’t have it in him – and I was sure that my mother would never have allowed such a thing, anyway. She would have made sure that he didn’t hurt anyone. That was just the kind of person that she had always been, and I trusted her to keep my father on the straight and narrow.

In some ways, they were a strange couple – he looked as though he could have walked out of a boardroom in some fancy office building in the city, where she seemed to have come straight from the entertainer’s section of a cruise ship, with her bouncy blond hair, enormous smile, and flashy jewelry. But they had always made a good pair – them against the world, and then me on top of it, to boot. I had no idea if I would ever get involved in the life that my father lived, but frankly, I had plans of my own.

The sight of this food laid out on the table in front of me reminded me of them, actually. The cooks we had here were great, and I always enjoyed hanging around the kitchen and watching them put together this amazing food for the three of us. My earliest memories were sitting on the kitchen counter and watching them bake stuff, the smell of the cake in the oven filling my senses, the sweet, vanilla-soaked deliciousness making my mouth water.

I’d always wanted to be a cook of some kind, to work in the world of food, and that was the reason I liked to eat it so much. Even though most of the other girls on my cheer team were skinny as twigs, I was always trying to balance my love of eating with my love of actually being able to be tossed in the air when the time came for it.

"How was your day?” my dad asked me, as he returned to the table, dropping a kiss on my mother’s head as he joined us. She smiled – even now, after all this time, it was clear that she was still as crazy about him as ever. I shrugged.

"Just the usual," I replied. I considered asking him about the strange atmosphere in this place, but I didn’t want to ruin what we had going on here. I wanted to enjoy this night. Maybe even because of the strange feeling that was clinging to the back of my mind. Maybe because there was something pressing down on me that told me that I should.

Everything was utterly and completely normal, and I knew that I had nothing to worry about – and yet, still, as I headed up the stairs and back to my room, I felt this pull to go back down and see them once more. I pushed that down. I was just being paranoid. Maybe my period was coming or something – that would have explained why I was so emotional all at once...

I tried to sit down and take care of the homework that I had been working on, but in truth, I was too tired for that. I took a long shower, hoping that I could scrub whatever bad feelings were still holding on to me out of my brain, and then slipped into bed.

It was the kind of night’s sleep that made sure you were going to be in a bad mood for the rest of the day. I flipped this way and that, dozing off for a few minutes and then coming to again sharply, the shock of realizing that I was still here and not really somewhere in my dreams hitting me hard each and every time. I needed to pull myself together. I needed to calm the hell down. And yet – and yet, there was something that told me that there was an aspect of this place that was off. Different. Strange.

I managed to fall asleep around midnight, already knowing that I was going to have to call in and tell them that I wasn’t going to make the student council meeting first thing tomorrow morning. My dreams were strange and pressing on the inside of my skull.

A sound. A sound pulled me out of my sleep – something from inside the house, I was sure of it. I knew that the staff would have gone home by now, not returning till later in the morning to make breakfast and get things set up for the day. So what the hell...?

I sat straight up in bed, looking around, trying to place the source of the noise. Maybe one of the trees outside was rustling in the wind? But it had been a still night when I had come home, and I could hear it, even now, that silence. That quiet. As though the whole world was holding its breath and waiting for something to happen.

I looked over at the digital clock on my beside table – it was three in the morning, that strange hour between night and day again that always felt odd to me. What was someone doing wandering about the house at this time of night?

I closed my eyes once more and laid my head back down on the pillow, praying that I was going to get some sleep. But then it came again, the shock of that sound – someone shuffling around outside my room.

My heart bounced up into my chest and I tried to control the panic in my breathing. The stress that was coursing through me. It was nothing. Something had just gotten my senses all elevated and now I was reacting with terror to the sound of my father going to the bathroom in the middle of the night.

I forced myself to go back to sleep, not wanting to let all of this get under my skin and ruin the rest of my day. I needed to hold my shit together, and that was the end of it. I had to go back to school tomorrow, and I had to do everything that I normally did, and I wasn’t going to be able to pull any of that off if I was just tossing and turning in bed being freaked out by stuff that would seem ridiculous by the time that I woke up.

And when I did, finally, it was nearly six – I would still make the council meeting if I got out of bed now and grabbed some breakfast on the way out of the door. I brushed my teeth and headed for the stairs – and that was when I noticed, out of the very corner of my eye, that my parents’ bedroom door was slightly ajar.

Which was strange. They wouldn’t have been up yet, and I knew that my father always locked that door before they went to sleep, just an old habit he’d gotten into before we had a good security team around us to keep us safe.

My mind flashed back to the sounds that I had heard last night. The shuffling in this place. Something was wrong, something was off, I was sure of it, and, as I approached the door, I felt my pulse starting to race inside my chest. I needed to stay calm. Whatever had happened, I was sure that it was going to be just fine. I knew that bad dreams could stick around even after you had come back to reality, but I was frankly acting a little silly now.

I planted my hand on the door, waited to hear the sound of my mother humming to herself inside, or my father’s snoring, but there was nothing. Just silence.

Dead silence.

I wanted to run away. To drop my hand back to my side and pretend that I had never even come this close in the first place. But I couldn’t. I had to know what was happening. I had to know what was behind that door...

And so, before I could stop myself, I pushed it open and stepped inside. And when I saw what was waiting for me, a scream trapped itself in my throat, and I fell to my knees, my entire body seizing up with horror.

My parents. Both of them. Still lying in bed. From the neck up, I could have fooled myself that they had both been sleeping – but below that, from the neck down, their cotton bedsheets were stained with blood. Holes pierced through the fabric and into them, their bodies frozen in sleep where the bullets had cut through them.

I wanted to cry. I wanted to scream. I wanted to crawl over to them and curl up next to them and ask them to take me with them, wherever they had gone. But I knew that I wasn’t going to be able to get out of any of this so easily. Whatever had happened, it had only just started – and I was going to need to pick up the pieces of what remained of my murdered family now that they were gone.
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A

s I made my way out of the house, towards the car that I had hidden around the back of the property, my mouth was dry and my hands were shaking. Not normally how I felt after closing a business deal, but then, this was hardly like any deal that I had made for my father before.

The Chastains were gone. Dead. That was all that mattered. That was what I had sworn I would come out here to do.

But there was a part of this that I hadn’t agreed to. And that was the daughter I had seen sleeping peacefully in her bed.

I didn’t know what the fuck to do with that information. When I had slipped into their bedroom, having forced the lock open, and taken out the two of them, I had already felt twisted enough – they were defenseless, unarmed, they didn’t have a chance to fight back against me even if they wanted to. And yeah, I knew that they had chosen this line of work and I knew that I shouldn’t have let it get under my skin, but still – I could have mistaken them for harmless in that moment.

Even though I knew that they were far from it. It was the reason I had come here in the first place, to carry about my father’s will – the Chastains had been moving in on my father’s territory, securing deals with some of the suppliers and runners that my father had been working with for years, and they must have been crazy if they thought for an instant that they were going to be able to get away with it. They had come right up to the edge of my father’s territory and made themselves a nuisance, and they had to have understood what that would end in for them.

I had been the one to volunteer to get it done. Normally, my father would have sent some of his own heavies out to take them down, but I wanted to show him that I could do it, that I could be trusted to handle something as huge as this job. I knew that, sometimes, my father still looked at me and saw me as nothing more than the kid that he had raised from an infant, but I was twenty-two now, and I was better than that. More helpful than that. If I was going to prove to him that I was a worthy heir to take his place at the head of this table, then I was going to need to start working hard to prove it.

And that began here. I had planned out every detail of what I was going to do until I was certain that not a single inch of it could go wrong – I knew that I had everything just the way I wanted it, and I intended to prove to anyone paying attention that I was the best person to step up and take the job that my father needed done.

The Chastains’ estate was tacky and new, looked like it belonged to people who had only just come into money and didn’t honestly know what they were meant to do with it. It would have been amusing if it wasn’t so pathetic – and if their quest for cash hadn’t impinged on so much of our territory.

Inside, it was quiet. No staff. Security were slacking off, probably because they thought they didn’t have a damn thing to worry about. Well, I was going to make sure that they learned how quickly that could change. And just how dangerous it was to get complacent in this game.

Taking out the two of them was quick and almost easy. It was never simple to point a gun at someone and pull the trigger, but doing it at least when the two of them were asleep made it simpler for me. I didn’t have to look them in the eyes, didn’t have to worry about them firing back at me, didn’t have to worry about anything but checking their pulses and then making sure that there were no traces that would have connected me to this place, this room, this crime scene.

And I would have been out of there right away had it not been for the glimmer of light that had caught the corner of my eye – and, when I’d turned to see what it was, the shock of a teenage girl sleeping in bed just down the corridor from them.

She had her back to the door, and her arm, draped over her stomach, was rising and falling slowly. She was clearly asleep, and hadn’t even noticed that I was there in the house with her. I felt a stab of panic. Nobody had told me about her. Nobody had told me that there would be a kid. But my father had made it pretty fucking clear – I was to take out everyone that I found in that house. Everyone. No matter if they were staff, family, or...

I took a step towards the door. She didn’t notice me coming. This would have been quick and easy, and she wouldn’t have even known it was happening. If there was ever such a thing as a merciful execution, then this would have been it. And yet...

The gun was still in my hand, but I hadn’t bothered to reload. I knew that I couldn’t do this. This girl was an innocent. She probably didn’t know anything about what her parents had been doing, and she couldn’t be blamed for what they had chosen to get involved with. I knew that my father would have taken the shot without a second thought – felt bad about it, maybe, called it bad luck on that girl’s part, but he would have taken the shot because he knew it was the right thing to do and because he understood on a visceral level that leaving people behind in a situation like this might just have been worse than killing them.

But I couldn’t do it. I could claim that I hadn’t seen her. If her door had been closed, and the light from her bedside clock hadn’t alerted me to her presence, I wouldn’t have. That’s what I would say if anyone asked, though I doubted that they would. They would just want to know that the Chastains were taken care of, and of that much, I was totally certain.

I made it back to the car outside and found that my hands were shaking as I took the wheel once more. I knew that I was going to need to control myself – if my father sensed even a hint of doubt, a hint of a question about what was going on and what I had just done, there would be hell to pay, and I had to make sure I didn’t let that get under my skin. I had done what I had been asked to do. And now, I was going to go celebrate it.

It always felt strange to me, celebrating something like this – celebrating the loss of lives, even if they were the lives of our enemies. I might have hated the Chastains as much as anyone else in my family did, but that didn’t mean that I thought that their deaths were something to be overjoyed about. Maybe they all would have felt differently if they’d had to be the ones pulling the trigger.

Or maybe not.

I arrived back at my father’s estate and found him waiting in the doorway for me with a huge smile on his face – he always seemed almost manic when we had just performed a hit, and I knew that it was probably the part of this he most enjoyed. The consolidation of his power, the fact that he got to call this city his once more – he might not have wanted to admit it, but he was a man who lusted after violence, and he would have done anything to make sure that it unfolded the way it was meant to.

"Job done, son?" he asked me, as I climbed out of the car. I nodded. I couldn’t stop thinking about that girl. What she was going to wake up to the next day. Maybe it would have been more merciful to kill her, so that she didn’t have to find her parents, dead in their beds. I hoped that a staff member would be the one to actually uncover them, but I had no guarantee of that.

"Good," he replied, and he gestured for me to come inside. I followed him into the house, and he guided me towards his office. Normally, it was a sacred space that I rarely got the chance to see inside of, but I knew that this was a special occasion – I had done something that he had been waiting for a long time, and he would have probably been willing to sign over the reins of the whole empire to me right now if I had asked.

This was what he had always done, his work in this world. He was used to it. Used to the way that it made him feel, used to the things that he had to do to make sure that he didn’t lose what he had worked so hard for. I knew that I was going to need to get there at some point, too, that I was going to need to be able to put all of this behind me as though it didn’t even matter. But for now, the image of those bodies in the bed, the picture of that girl finding them the next day, was stuck playing over and over again in my head, and I wasn’t sure that I would be able to do anything to get it out of there.

"That’s it, Josh," my father told me excitedly, as he poured me a drink and closed the door behind us. Just the two of us, in his inner sanctum – I knew that I should have been happy about it. But there was blood on my hands, blood that had unlocked these doors, and I didn’t know if I would be able to appreciate where I had found myself.

"We never have to think about it again," he continued, taking a long drink. The scotch that he’d poured for both of us was probably more expensive than the entire suit that I was wearing, but I tried not to think about that.

"We never do," I replied, and I took a sip of the drink. But I knew that I was going to have to put away a hell of a lot more if I was going to keep myself from getting stuck on the image of that girl lying in bed – and wondering what might have happened when she woke up the next day.
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N

umb.

That was the only thing that I could feel, as I stood there in front of the mirror, looking at myself clad in my black mourning clothes. I knew that I had to get out of there, I knew that I had to go down to the funeral, but I couldn’t stand the thought of getting out of this room.

When I did, I would have to put my parents into the ground for good. And I didn’t know if I could cope with saying goodbye to them once and for all.

It had been four days since I had found their bodies. Four days. How had it been that long? How had it been that short? I wasn’t sure. Time had started to bend and mess, and I had no idea what I was meant to do now. How I was meant to go forward after this?

I had sat there on the bedroom floor with them for an hour before the staff had arrived; I didn’t even know who found me there, but they had pulled me out and called the cops and made sure that my brother, Marco, and my aunt Lana were called in to help. I kept on waiting to wake up, for my body to snap out of this horror that it was subjecting me to.

But I didn’t. It didn’t. I just had to get through all of this. To survive it. Even if it felt like I couldn’t.

Or that I shouldn’t have.

I knew that whoever had come in there to kill them must have known that I was there, too. But they had left me. Untouched. And I wished that they hadn’t. Death seemed a small price to pay for not having to live with the memories of their dead bodies in my head. I would have done anything to make sure that I didn’t have to get stuck with that, but here I was, going over and over and over it until it felt like I must have made it up. But it was real – it was all real, and there was nothing that I could do to change that.

Marco had come down from college to deal with all the funeral stuff. He had always been able to take this serious stuff a lot better than I could. Lana had taken me out of the house to stay in a hotel while they cleared out everything, and the cops tried to fit together the pieces that would explain what had happened and why I had just lost my parents.

"Why?" I had asked Lana, as the two of us ate room service together, allegedly watching some silly reality show but actually not bothering with it at all.

"Why what?" Lana asked, as though there would be anything else that I was asking about. She was my mother’s sister, and I knew that she must have been dealing with the same level of abject shock that I was right now – but I needed someone to tell me why this had happened and, more to the point, if there was anything at all that I could have done to stop it.

"Why did it happen to them?" I asked her. My voice was catching at the back of my throat, but I couldn’t stop it. I didn’t want to. The emotion had been so close to the surface, trapped under glass, and I knew that I was going to need to get it out of me sooner rather than later. Before it ate me up inside.

Lana glanced away from me. She knew what the answer was, she just didn’t want to tell me. And maybe I knew the answer, too.

My father’s work. The work that I had done my best to pretend I knew nothing about. I knew that it might not have been the most lawful, but I had never imagined that it might lead them to this – to the darkness of this ending. Did he know? Had he chosen this? Would he have stopped it if he could? I wished that I could ask him all of it, but it was too late for that. Too late for all of it.

"Some of the people who worked in the same field as your father," she began, slowly, haltingly, like she still didn’t want to tell me.

"They didn’t like him," she continued. "And he – he had started to move into...places...that other people felt like he didn’t belong..."

She continued in that fashion, trying to dance around the answer but not to make me feel as though I couldn’t handle it. I wanted to grab her, tell her that I had seen my father and mother riddled with bullets and dead in their beds, and that there wasn’t anything that she could throw at me that would make it any harder to take.

But I didn’t. I couldn’t. I sat there in silence and took it all in and hoped that she was going to tell me the truth. Because I needed to know it, needed to know what had happened to them – needed to know how I could make sure that whoever had been after them wouldn’t come after me, too.

"Molly!”

I heard Marco’s voice cutting through the dead air in my head, and I blinked and turned to see him standing there in the doorway to my bedroom. Well, what had been my bedroom, at least. I couldn’t imagine ever being able to get a good night’s sleep in this place ever again.

"What’s wrong?” I asked him. I hadn’t seen him cry once, but then, he had never been the guy who went out of their way to show emotion. I knew that he had to be hurting, too, but he was papering over the cracks with staying busy with the funeral.

"We need to leave," he told me, and he reached out to take my hand, gave it a squeeze. He eyed me with concern.

"Are you going to be able to handle this?" he asked me. "Because you don’t have to go-"

"Yes, I do," I replied at once. "I’m not missing this, Marco."

"Right," he replied. "Then let’s get out of here."

There was a car waiting for us downstairs, and I slid into the back seat and looked out of the window as we drove down to the church. I had expected it to be raining, but it was glowing with out-of-season sunshine, as though the universe was mocking me for thinking that it would play by my rules.

There were plenty of people there. Was that a good thing? Maybe they were just scoping things out, trying to see if they would have been next in line for the fate that had befallen my parents. I didn’t want to talk to any of them, but they insisted on it, telling me how sorry they were that this had happened and that I was strong and that I would get through it. That I would make my parents proud.

I knew that I couldn’t. I couldn’t do that for them. I knew that I was going to fall apart as soon as this was over. If they had been saying it to Marco, then maybe, I would have believed them – Marco had always been the stronger out of the two of us. He’d left home the first chance that he’d gotten, gone out into the world to make his mark on it, but I had been nervous at the notion of even leaving high school.

And now, I was an orphan, with the memories of my parents’ death the only thing that I could think about, and the pressure of what happened to their fortune and their lives now that I was the only part left of them, except Marco.

It was a nice service. Right? I hadn’t done many funerals over the course of my life, had never really felt like I had missed out on anything. Hadn’t thought that it would be a trip to my own parents’ that would take me here. I tried to listen to the priest, who was talking all this stuff about love and forgiveness and the next life, but I couldn’t take any of it seriously. He hadn’t seen the state that they had been in when they had been killed. If he had, he wouldn’t have been standing up there trying to tell anyone that there was something good to come out of this.

I stood by their graves, tossed dirt down on the coffins, and wondered what remained of them in there now. How they had been reconstructed before they had been fit into those boxes. I didn’t even want to think about it, their bodies, spattered with bullets and blood...

"Hey," Marco murmured to me, and he put an arm around my shoulders. "You want to go home?”

"Yeah," I replied, finally tearing my eyes away from the coffins below me. "Yeah, I do."

As we drove home, Marco and Lana talked about what they were going to do with me – almost as though I wasn’t there at all, though truly, I felt as though I couldn’t have been. I tried to engage where I could, but I knew that it wouldn’t have had much impact either way. All that mattered was that I got out of that house, the house where I had lost them. Because I knew that I couldn’t keep living there as though nothing at all had happened.

There was only one thing that I was sure of, in all of this, and that was that there was no way in hell I was going to allow myself to get involved in the life that had landed my parents with this miserable fate. I would never get into their world. I hadn’t asked any questions when I’d had the chance, and I had told myself that it was simply because I didn’t need to know the answer. But in truth, it was something else entirely.

It was because I knew I wouldn’t have been able to live with what I had found out if I did. Because there was something dark that had beat at the heart of this family, something that I had been naïve enough to believe would never catch up with us. And now that it had – now that it had, I was never going to let anything come close to causing me the same harm again.

The world that they had been a part of was one that I would spend the rest of my life avoiding. I would sell it all, get rid of every scrap that still connected me to this, if that’s what it took, if that’s what I had to go through. No matter how much it scared me, striking out on my own was the only way that I could guarantee that none of this would come back to find me, the way that it had finally caught up with them.

"She can stay with me," Lana told Marco, as my ears finally tuned in to the conversation that they were having about me.

"Not in the house," Marco replied at once. "We’ll have to find a new place..."

"I can do that," Lana agreed, and she glanced over her shoulder at me – I could tell that they were hoping I might have something to say about all of this, but I couldn’t have said a thing even if I’d wanted to. I was too exhausted, too empty to even think about coming out with a single hint towards what I wanted to happen next.

I would go along with everything that came next, if it meant that I was able to get out of that house. Get away from that life. And assure myself that I would never return to everything that had happened under that cursed roof.
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I

leaned back in my seat, reaching for the glass that was sitting on my desk, full of the best scotch that I had stolen from my father’s collection after his death. I lifted it, silently toasting him. I knew that he would want me to enjoy it.

Though he’d probably kick my ass for daring to get drunk on his supply.

Hard to believe it had been six months since he had left us. Gone. Snapped out of the world just like that. Well, not just like that, not really. He had been sick for a long time, even before we knew what he was sick with. Even before he would accept that there was anything wrong with him at all.

His liver. Of course it was. All the drinking that he did, it wouldn’t have been anything else. As we’d gotten bigger, he’d gotten drunker. Needed it, he told me, to take the edge off. I didn’t blame him – the life that he lived, the stress that he put himself through, it was more than even the craziest businessman would have taken on out of choice.

But the mafia was hardly the kind of job that you could back out of once it got too much. It had been ten years, ten years since things had come to life for us the first time around, and, looking back, it felt like a miracle that we had managed to keep things ticking over. He’d been barely hanging on sometimes, looking back, but he’d made sure that nobody had seen that. Well, not until he had no choice but to show his weakness, of course.

That was where I had come in. For me, it had started with the death of the Chastains – almost ten years ago now, almost a decade since the day that I had snuck into that house and taken them out. It seemed ridiculous, honestly, that something that had taken up such a tiny part of my life would have had such an echoing impact all the way down and through my existence.

Because it was when they had been taken out that we had been taken seriously. People had started to drop business in this city once they had seen what we were willing to do, and I didn’t blame them. It was a reminder to everyone who needed it that my father had been in this game much longer than most of the motherfuckers who had just rocked up and thought that this world was an easy way for them to cut through the bullshit of normal work and make some quick cash.

That had been the Chastains through and through. The kind of people who believed that they would be able to get out of this unscathed – there were a lot of them out there, no doubt about it, but they had been the ones who had gotten too big for their boots. The ones who had come on to our territory, started trying to employ the people who had worked for us for years. They had to understand that we had the run of this city, and, by the time they sank their coffins into the ground, they sure did.

And my father had started treating me like a real member of the family from that point on. Like I could handle myself. He understood that I was more than just this upstart twenty-something trying to prove himself, and he started to involve and include me in everything that he could. He needed an heir, and I had proved that I was willing to do anything I could to make sure that I got that job.

I had done worse since what had happened to the Chastains, but that was the one that came back to me the most. Probably because I didn’t often leave someone behind when it was all said and done, but the girl who had been there, their daughter, she had survived it.

I had tried to track her down after the fact, but she must have changed her name or something because I couldn’t find her for anything. And I knew that there was no point in me chasing her down, not really. My father would have kicked my ass if he had known that I had left someone alive after all of that, but I wished that I could find out where she had gone, what she had done. If she had survived after everything that had happened.

She had changed her name and vanished from the face of the earth, probably what most people would have done after what she had survived. But she wasn’t a threat to us any longer, which meant that I had no reason to keep looking for her.

Still, she had played on my mind a lot, especially in these last few months, since I had lost my own father. I had been prepared for his loss, but it had still hit hard, and I couldn’t imagine what it would have been like if I’d had to lose him in a split second, come to terms with the shock of his death just the way that she had.

Not that I’d had much time to think about anything other than expanding this empire since he had passed. He had always been focused on LA, and honestly, I knew that we had already laid down our roots once and for all in this city. Nobody was going to try and overtake us again, and we could move on to something bigger.

Something better.

I had been looking at the connections we had over the whole state, all of California, and even out to Mexico. I knew that we could expand. I knew that I could handle it. My father, for all the good that he had done for this family and our reputation in this city, he had been thinking too small-scale, and I knew that I could push things to a point that he would never have imagined.

I had been putting my pieces in order to make that move, but there was something holding me back. Something shifting inside of me. I was getting older now – I had just entered my thirties, around the same age that my father had been when he had gotten my mother pregnant and had me, and I couldn’t help but wonder if I should have been looking to do the same with the right woman.

Not that I had much bothered with women. Fucking, yes, sex, sure, one-night-stands, all the time, but never actually a long-term relationship that had felt like something worth pursuing. I had always been too busy, or the women that I had met hadn’t wanted anything to do with me when they found out what I did for a living – or they wanted far too much to do with it, and I was certain that they were trying to push me out of the spot that I had worked so hard to make happen.

But maybe it was time to start opening myself up to this. To something new. To something...real. If I was going to take over the rest of this state and then the rest of this country, I was going to need someone by my side, someone that I knew I could trust. A queen to help me rule this place right by my side.

I grinned at the thought. What kind of woman would sign up for a life with me? I had no idea. They would have to be steely, solid. They would have to know what they were getting into. Probably be from another family who did the same as we did. But then, how could I be sure that they weren’t trying to undercut what I had worked so hard to build...?

Maybe if I knew that their family wasn’t in the picture anymore. Maybe someone like her. Like the girl I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about in the ten years since I had seen her last.

When I had seen her for the first time, she had been a kid, but ten years had passed now. She would be a grown-ass adult these days. Maybe with a husband, kids of her own...
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