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        Enzo

      

      

      Guns fire and bullets whizz every way, some hitting civilians and soldiers alike, and others narrowly missing. My father grasps my jacket’s sleeve and yanks me down to crouch beside him, the tipped-over blackjack table serving as our wall of protection. It’s not solid enough for us to remain here long, but it gives us just enough of a reprieve to catch our breaths and decide to escape or fight our way out.

      Sweat makes my hair stick to my forehead, so I wipe it to the side. My heart hammers against my chest as adrenaline rushes through my entire body, causing my breath to come out as heavy pants.

      I glance over at my father and spot him wiping blood splatter off his forehead. As Underboss, he shouldn’t be here right now. Usually, I’m the one who checks the books and confirms every cent coming into our casino remains and doesn’t end up in the pockets of our employees. Although they’re all extensively background checked upon being hired, one can never be too careful. As Corsettis, the most powerful crime family in all of middle and eastern Canada, our guard must always be up.

      There is no exception.

      But Father insisted on coming today, picking the wrong day to do so.

      “It’s you and me, boy. Unisciti a leale. Muori leale.” Join loyal. Die loyal.

      I nod, ensuring my nine millimetre is cocked and loaded. If this ends badly, so be it. Death doesn’t scare me, and I don’t fear him. He’ll welcome me into his fold, even if it’s much too early.

      Father meets my eyes, and they’re hard, as if thinking the same thing. He shifts, readying to stand. The gun shots are slowing as more and more of our men are dropping. When someone barged into the casino and began shooting it up, I couldn’t get a clear view of who attacked our own territory admits the chaos.

      It might be the Bellinis. A decade ago, Leo Bellini, head of another crime family, and Father had a falling out, and although neither side has ever openly declared war before, it’s possible Leo’s gotten tired of playing nice.

      Either way, after today, war is the only possible future. If Father and I make it out alive, our murderers will pay for their attempt. If we don’t, my family will retaliate over the death of their underboss and heir.

      Just as my father’s positioning himself to stand, his gun cocked, the bullets stop, and everything goes eerily silent.

      “Corsetti,” a deep voice rumbles. The man’s footsteps scuff the carpeted floor as he drags his feet, approaching the blackjack table where we’re hidden. “Stand up, you pathetic sack of shit. Letting your men die while you hide is a coward’s act.”

      The line of skin between Father’s eyes drops in determination. He’s about stand, and while it’s admirable to face one’s enemy, it’ll mean his death.

      “Father—”

      He slaps a hand over my mouth, silencing my voice, so I convey my thoughts with a pleading look.

      Stay.

      He shakes his head, his own message clear: Don’t follow me.

      If I were to stand too, we could both die, and as the family’s heir, I’m next to take his place as Underboss. Heirdom is everything in the mafia because it ensures there’s always a leader to continue the organization and family’s bloodline.

      Logic battles with honour—something instilled in me since birth. Being a Made Man for the past five years, since I was fifteen, means dying before betraying the family, and to openly allow my father to be slaughtered is a betrayal to our leadership.

      “Corsetti, I don’t have all day,” the voice singsongs. “You see, once I take you out, I have a union to go forge.”

      Father slowly rises to his feet, his arm braced on the floor to help his aging body straighten from behind the blackjack table. Before I can reach for him, he steps away.

      “Good, Corsetti. Seems you are trainable after all. Gun on the ground. Now.”

      From over the table, I manage to peek and watch as Father lowers the weapon to the ground, his jaw tight. The soft thud the gun makes hitting the carpet echoes in my heart, matching the desolateness of losing.

      “Nice listening,” the voice drawls. It’s too soft, too mocking, making me want to murder the man simply for using that tone.

      “Knees, Corsetti. Now. I’m going to kill you as you bow to me. The Bellinis will be so pleased to have you wiped from the earth.”

      So it is the Bellinis behind the attack, even if they’re not the one pulling the trigger. Which makes me wonder who the speaker is. Hired outsiders to do what Leo is too spineless to send his own men to do?

      Doesn’t matter right now though. The only thing that does is the fact that my world is about to be shattered piece by piece because my father sinks to his knees, surrendering.

      He’s obeying him. He’s⁠—

      “A leader never shows weakness. For a woman, for the family, for an enemy—never.”

      Yet, by not even trying to fight, he’s letting himself be weak.

      “Finally, a Corsetti where he belongs.” The voice grows louder as he comes closer. “First you, and then I’ll find your son. After all, I need to ensure he doesn’t touch what’s mine. Quite the history your two families have, I must say.”

      What’s going to be his? What history?

      “My son will avenge me. The wrath of the entire Corsetti clan will come down on you if you pull that trigger, Rossi.”

      Rossi. As in…from New York? Why is a Rossi in bed with the Bellinis? Chills travel the length of my spine at the thought of two families working together, against us. The New York Famiglia is the most dominant crime family in North American, controlling much of the upper parts of the United States.

      “I’ll take my chances,” Rossi says nonchalantly. “For now, enjoy Hell.”

      So many things happen in that one second. Things I’ll never completely be able to fathom.

      Father’s eyes cut to me, and I see more emotion in them than I ever have before. Amidst the apology, there’s also a fierce fire blazing, begging me to lead in his stead like he’s done for all the decades since his own father was taken from him.

       I will, Father.

      Then his eyes focus back on Rossi—facing his death like a Made Man would.

      The sound of the gun going off is loud; more impactful than I ever believed my father’s death would be, considering the world we live in. The bullet whips from the barrel and straight into his heart. Blood instantly soaks his shirt, the pool spreading from his chest too quickly to make sense of it.

      It’s not the first death I’ve witnessed but it’s the only truly impactful one. Common sense weighs my body to the spot, so I don’t lunge from behind the table and fight back. My father was correct in that doing so will mean my death as well, and now I have to consider our family. To not break a dying man’s final wish.

      “Let’s go. The boy isn’t here. Our intel was wrong, apparently, but we got rid of the head of the snake. Bellini doesn’t think the son knows the entire truth, so he’ll be less of an issue in the coming months.”

      Feet—at least a dozen—stomp away, leaving behind the carnage.

      I wait until after the door shuts before crawling out from behind the blackjack table and toward Father, where he lies face first in his own blood. With shaking hands, I grasp his shoulders and roll him onto his back. His head lolls to the side, his eyes half open and blank—lifeless. Blood continues to seep from the fresh wound, but there’s no point in attempting to stop it.

      He’s gone.

      Along with the dozens of soldiers lying around the room, their own weapons abandoned after they were killed. Scattered among them are richly dressed civilians, who, before an hour ago, were gambling to their hearts content, and our casino staff.

      Father and my uncles once told me it’s useless to cry over the fallen. People are disposable, whether they’re soldiers or family members. Everyone comes and goes; everyone has a purpose. Grieving won’t bring them back, so it’s pointless to stress about what we can’t change.

      But before my uncles realize Father and I never returned from the casino, I do cry. In the stuffy silence of the room, with only the dead as my witnesses, I allow the tears to fall from my face and onto his blood-stained cheeks.

      The Rossis and Bellinis will pay for this.

      Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow…but soon.
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        Caterina

      

      

      
        
        6 Months Later

      

      

      “You’re so pretty, Cat,” Viola gushes. My sister’s fingers lightly skate the edges of my veil, as though unable to help herself from touching the gossamer.

      “Thanks.” My response is absentminded because my mind is distracted, too full of thoughts about my immediate future. Within the hour, I’ll wed a man I’ve only met twice.

      Growing up, I always dreamed of a fairy-tale romance. For a handsome prince to sweep me off my feet before marrying me in a lavish wedding and then beginning our happily-ever-after.

      But this isn’t it.

      When Franco Rossi, a member of one of New York’s Famiglia, proposed a union between our families, Dad was thrilled. It’s all I know—all I’m allowed to know. Since then, I’ve wondered what Franco offered Dad in exchange for my hand because that’s how this life works. Nothing is free. Marriages are calculated with stakes involved.

      “Smile, Caterina,” Mom’s cold order comes from where she’s perched on the edge of my bed, legs crossed, as she sips from a champagne flute.

      I crave alcohol to trick my senses into enjoying the upcoming event, but Mom insists I can’t have any. Unless Franco decides otherwise, I’ll be limited to one glass at dinner, because somehow, drinking too much on one’s wedding day is “unladylike”—Mom’s words, not mine.

      Using the mirror I’m situated in front of, I plaster on a forced smile. It hurts my cheeks but appeases Mom because I see her nod before she takes another sip of her drink.

      We look so much alike, and yet, our differences couldn’t be more apparent. Her long, blonde hair is bound in a perfectly styled updo, and her gold dress is impeccable, but her viciousness scares me. Mom’s all about marriages and unions; anything to further the mafia bloodlines. She’s been like that ever since I turned eight, though I’m uncertain why.

      “Better. You should be pleased to have such a prominent match. This will do wonders for us.”

      Her unspoken words are that the New York Famiglia are stronger than us, and if a war were ever to break out, we’d need them on our side.

      Unfortunately, this means I have to leave Montreal, the only home I’ve ever known, and move to New York.

      “I am,” I tell her, voice fighting not to waver. In the mirror, Viola meets my eyes. Even at fifteen, she comprehends my lie.

      It’s not that Franco is bad or I’m against the entire arranged marriage thing. It’s simply that I don’t know him. The first time I encountered Franco was when Dad dragged me out to prance—I mean, meet— him, which didn’t give me much to go on. The second time was at our engagement dinner three months ago. We sat beside each other at one end of the long table, but other men occupied Franco’s attention so much, I don’t think we spoke more than five sentences to each other.

      “Good evening.”

      “This steak is tasty.”

      “Cheers.” As his wine glass clanked against mine.

      “I’m going to speak with your father.”

      “Good night.”

      Something along those lines.

      Is it bad to want the happily-ever-after? With this life, arranged marriages are an unavoidable reality, and one I was always raised in knowing would be my eventual future. In time, maybe Franco will reveal himself to be my very own Prince Charming. To be the man who adores me and only wants a happy, healthy marriage.  

      My attention returns to the mirror and the gown Mom insisted on me wearing. It’s so over-the-top. It’s puffy and sparkly, but the designer claims it’ll be ideal for the flowers that were chosen for me. I haven’t seen them, but according to Viola, they’re another monstrosity designed to lay over the extravagant dress. Imagine Cinderella’s ballgown three times over, and it’s what they’ve stuck me in.

      The bodice is tied tightly, my breasts nearly spilling out the top. Something else Mom insisted on, which still makes me giggle. My entire life has been about being demure and proper, but on my wedding day, I’m to dress like this. The saying, “they’ve already bought the milk, so why not buy the cow too?” rings in my ears. Diamonds line the entire bodice, meant to shine in the light. Needless to say, it added thousands to the already-expensive Vera Wang dress.

      My hair is in an updo, like Mom’s, with chunks of my hair framing my face. My makeup is dark and smoky, but elegant too. I’ll admit, the designer who put me together did her task well.

      Viola bounces away. Her light blue dress falls to the floor, and she lifts the hem, much to Mom’s chagrin. She sneers, watching Viola stride over to the nearest chair.

      “Viola, leave your dress alone before you wrinkle it.”

      Viola rolls her eyes. “Mom, it was just a few steps.”

      Mom lifts her nose before taking another sip from her flute and glances at the time on her phone. “Your father should be here any moment, so I will take Viola down to get situated with your cousins for the procession. We’ll see you soon.”

      She strides toward me, her mile-high heels making her inches taller than she actually is. She stops by me and leans, pressing a barely-there kiss against my powdered cheek.

      “You’re lovely, honey. He’s a lucky man and you’re a blessed woman. Your marriage will be filled with happiness.”

      She leaves then, my sister following behind her, as her words repeat in my mind three times over.

      “Your marriage will be filled with happiness.”

      There’s no guarantee of that.

      It’s exactly two minutes later when the knock comes, and I take calming breaths while I can. If Mom or Dad spots me freaking out, they’ll probably disown me.

      “Come in,” I call out once I’m partially more prepared for this.

      My bedroom door opens and shuts, and I wish the mirror was angled in a way that allowed me to watch Dad enter, rather than me having to turn around. But it isn’t, so with much difficulty, I grasp the edges of the gown, lift, and turn the best I can. The weight makes my movements slow and awkward, which makes me question how I’m supposed to walk down an aisle in this thing.

      Instead of my father, I’m staring at my fiancé.

      His blond hair and blue eyes might be the definition of handsome, but there’s something on his hardened face—something dark—that causes my throat to go dry. Instead of a prince, he reminds me of the villain who kidnaps the princess.

      Stop it. This will be your husband shortly.

      “F-Franco.”

      My gaze darts to the door and back, concern making the back of my neck dampen. He shouldn’t be in here. Grooms shouldn’t see their brides before the ceremony, especially not alone. It has less to do with the bad luck myth and more about propriety.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, my voice too thick for my liking.

      Franco merely flicks his hair to the side, seemingly uncaring about my nerves as he approaches. “Your father gave me permission.”

      He did? That’s unlike Dad. But who am I to argue with the very man who’ll control my life in a few short hours? If he wants to see me now, there’s no point in pissing him off.

      As though he has the same thought, his attention goes to my dress. His eyes hesitate on my bodice, causing the dampness on my neck to slide down my back, and I shiver, not in desire, but more so in discomfort.
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