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To all the readers who complain that my heroes are always irredeemable jerks…


I’m afraid I have terrible news.









AUTHOR’S NOTE


This work of fiction includes portions of American Sign Language. Though I tried to remain as true to the language as possible, I took some artistic liberties.


This book is filled with gory descriptions and violent deaths. It is unapologetically dark. If you find morally gray characters hard to stomach, please know that no number of Tums will be able to help you digest this book.


For a full list of the content warnings, visit here:
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Here I opened wide the door;—
Darkness there, and nothing more.


—Edgar Allan Poe


May the flowers remind us why
the rain was so necessary.


—Xan Oku









term: BAD BISHOP


In chess, a bad bishop is a bishop that is blocked by its own pawns, making its scope and the number of squares it can control very limited.


A bad bishop is considered irredeemable.
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(Best enjoyed when listening in this order)
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“Don’t Talk”—Cheska Moore


“Won’t Run Away”—Kaphy & DEIIN


“Animal Instinct”—The Cranberries


“Clubbed to Death”—Skeler & Devilish Trio
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AFTERWORD


Don Machiavelli “Vello” Ferrante was dying.


It was the worst-kept secret in the Mafia.


His diagnosis was a mystery, his decline rapid; death scratched its pointy claws on his door.


Penetrated the paper-thin, yellowing leather of his skin.


Drip-drip-dripped from his dim, dry eyes.


It was pathetic—unacceptable, even—that he reeked of it.


The stench of dysfunctional liver and kidneys exuding from his shriveling body.


The putrid breath.


The unraveling of his mortal existence.


Vello hated games, with the exception of chess.


He was a master chess player.


Chess was good. Smart. Strategic.


Chess was war.


You conquered and divided. Captured and ruined.


Most importantly, chess was fair.


All of it wouldn’t have mattered, if Don Vello wasn’t important.


As it happened, he was the big boss. The ruler of New York.


Being the head of the Ferrante Camorra clan meant he was free to choose whoever he saw the most fit to be his successor.


There was Luca, his oldest son and natural heir. Part aristocrat, part horseman. Calculated and quiet. Smooth and cold as marble.


Achilles, his middle son. Feared by all and loved by none. A Greek warrior. A monster that contorted itself into the form of a human, always one moment away from bursting at the seams.


And Enzo, his youngest son. With the warm, whiskey eyes and pliant nature. Far too handsome than any man had the right to be. The charmer. The persuader.


Now there was his son-in-law, too, thanks to Lila’s marriage. Though he seemed too unhinged to reign over anything that wasn’t hell.


And then there was his favorite. His secret son. His golden boy. Essere il Beniamino.


Not a high-born Ferrante, but capable nonetheless.


He’d come into play. But not now. Not yet.


He had a rook and a knight, a bishop and a king. A few pawns, and a queen.


Vello stared at the Battle of Waterloo chess set in his office, stroking his chin with the little energy he had left.


He could live like this for months. Maybe even years. But he knew when he wanted to die, and how. All he needed was to appoint his successor.


One of them was going to take his place. To lay claim to his blood-soaked territory.


From the entire East Coast to Naples, Italy.


Become the don of the Camorra. The indisputable ruler of the underworld.


But who?


Luca


Achilles


Enzo


Tiernan


Essere il beniamino









CHAPTER ONE


TIERNAN


362 DAYS TO SELF-DESTRUCTION


Pain.


It was one of my favorite delicacies.


I savored the hot lick of a sharp knife, the icy kiss of metal shackles, the explosive heat of bones crushing beneath knuckles. Really, there was nothing better than getting a little fucked up to remind me I was alive.


Apparently though, even I had my limits.


I found them in the basement of the Ferrante crime family. Zip-tied onto a wooden chair that reeked of shit, piss, and dried blood. My face was swollen from being beaten to a pulp for the last forty minutes.


The first twenty were enjoyable enough. Fuck, I even got a little stiffy when Achilles took out the brass knuckles. Now, however, I’d overindulged. This was overkill, even for a pain connoisseur like me.


The actual violence wasn’t the problem; death was always an option in my line of work.


I just hadn’t realized the cause of mine would be boredom.


I was half tempted to finish their job and slit my own throat.


It was better than listening to them droning on about my little…what shall I call it? Art project.


“My, my.” Achilles drove his fist into my face, sending me careening across the floor. An inferno of blood exploded from my nostrils. “I see why the Rasputins call you Deathless. You refuse to fucking die.”


A metallic grunt skulked up my hollowed chest. I shifted my body so as not to crush my wrists under my weight, darting my tongue to catch the river of blood snaking along my cheek. “Maybe you’re just bad at killing people.”


A forceful blow found my ribs. This time it was Enzo Ferrante, the baby brother. Felt like he ruptured my liver. As if the poor organ didn’t have its hands full as it was. “Zip it before I skin you scrotum to face, Callaghan,” he warned, his voice cheery and cordial.


When were we getting to the good part? Time was money, and unlike the Ferrantes, I had to earn my keep every night.


Enzo spat on an open wound in my face, his saliva irritating my raw flesh.


In return, I spat a ball of phlegm and blood on his shoe.


“Christ, these Louboutins are hand sprayed by Banksy,” he muttered. “Have you no shame? And to think I send you Christmas cards every year.”


He did. Though I never opened the fucking letters.


The Ferrantes ruled 90 percent of New York. Personally, I wouldn’t put them in charge of an automatic door. I reigned over the remaining 10 percent, and with a deadlier fist. I was the future. They were the past. And they knew it.


Some people collected stamps. Others coins. I collected my enemies’ craniums. It was an economical hobby, if not a little messy. It also sent an accurate message—I wasn’t someone you wanted to fuck with, over, or in general.


Consequently, there was a human skull discarded between us. My little weekend splurge. The skull belonged to Igor Rasputin, the head of the Bratva. Well, ex-head now, evidently. This was what got the Ferrantes’ panties in a wad.


“Mind Igor’s cranium,” I said dryly. “I plan to use it as a penholder.”


“Gonna be hard to pen letters without hands, Alexander Hamilton,” Luca tutted.


A flicker of irritation passed over my face. A rare flash of humanity. Luca noticed. He pressed on. “What’d you think was gonna happen when we called you here? You killed the West Coast’s pakhan in our territory.”


“And you’re welcome.”


“Excuse me?”


“If you took better care of said territory, he wouldn’t be coming here, fucking your whores, sampling your drugs, poaching your soldiers.”


Achilles moseyed over to me. His fingers fastened around my neck, his thumbs hiking my Adam’s apple up my throat. Choking me to death on my own cartilage? Creative. I despised all things mundane, and that included artless murder. Achilles Ferrante was a cold-blooded monster. But hey, at least he wasn’t mediocre.


His brothers pulled him back before he cut off my air supply, slamming him against the wall. The three broke into an argument in Neapolitan, their lips moving a mile a minute.


Waiting for them to stop bickering, I examined my surroundings in boredom.


As far as torture chambers went, this one was adequate. Stone walls bracketed the room. It was dark, cold, and packed with medieval torturing devices. The iron maiden, the rack, the pear of anguish. There was also a generic knife rack, a chainsaw, and a wall of artillery. It was Disney World for psychopaths. And I wasn’t allowed to test any of the rides.


The door at the top of the steep stairway was padded with noise-canceling foam. No one was coming to save me.


Not that there was anything to save.


No soul.


No heart.


No conscience.


I was an animated corpse. Bones, muscles, flesh, and menace. Vengeance was my fuel, and it was enough to keep me moving, just about.


At last, Luca broke out of their human circle. He grabbed me by the collar and pulled me back into a sitting position. He popped a cigarette into my mouth, flicking his Zippo to torch the tip.


So we got into the good cop/bad cop portion of the night. Yay fucking me.


“You killed the head of Bratva,” he surmised, voice shredded by cigarettes. “We have good business with them. Drugs, weapons, recycling routes. You’re costing me money, Callaghan. And I like money. You know what I don’t like?”


“A clean pair of fucking lungs?” My gaze halted on the cigarette in his hand.


“People who stand in the way to my money. I always find creative ways to get rid of them.”


“Send me the bill,” I drawled.


“It’s not just monetary.” Luca kicked the pakhan’s skull sideways. “New York belongs to us. When you go around killing people in our zip code, it makes us look like we don’t have a grip on our own ground.”


“Where’s the lie?” My voice was distant and disinterested. “What the fuck was a Bratva boss doing deep in Camorra territory?”


“Family function,” Enzo ground out. “His nephew’s graduation. Igor asked for permission, which I personally granted. You made me look like an idiot.”


He didn’t need me to look like an idiot. He was doing a fine job by himself.


“I found him exiting your club,” I reminded him.


“It was a very emotional ceremony, okay?” Enzo said earnestly. “He took the nephew to have his first drink there. Adorable, if you ask me.”


“My beef with the Rasputins extends beyond geography and politics. I won’t stop until I kill the entire family.” I spoke around the cigarette. I didn’t smoke. Not very often, anyway. Here and there, and mostly weed. I was far too committed to my other vices—violence and greed—to pick up a third one. “And if they dare set foot in this city, I sure as fuck am going to take advantage.”


“Let’s hope your beef with them extends into the afterlife, too.” Achilles slapped my back, nearly making me cough out a lung. “Because next time you take liberties in Camorra territory, I’ll smoke your ass like a pork’s butt.”


“Considering they’ve been eyeing New York for years now, you’d be a fool to intervene.” Talking sense into the Ferrantes was the equivalent of fucking a roadkill into resurrection, but just like a wayward squirrel, something compelled me to try.


“New York’s ours,” Luca snarled.


“Is it?” I marveled. “I own the Bronx, and the Russians have been buying Manhattan land for years now. What you have with them isn’t business, it’s a hostile takeover.” I spat out the cigarette. “You’ve been losing prestige for a solid decade. Once you lose the Upper East Side, the empire falls. It’s already decomposing. Why do you think your father hasn’t picked any of your sorry asses to replace him yet? You reek of weakness.” I managed to keep my irritation out of my tone. Just. “Give me a blank check to finish the Russians off.”


“You want us to think you have our best interests in mind?” Luca took a drag of his cigarette, wafting the smoke sideways. “After all this time?”


I’d known these fuckers since I was fourteen. They aged like a fine corpse.


“I’m killing them because of my own personal vendetta.” I cracked my neck. “Our interests happen to align, that’s all.”


“What business do you have with them?” Luca propped his winged boot on Igor’s skull.


A locked jaw and a jaded stare were my official response.


“You’ll have to kill a shit ton of soldiers before you get to Alex Rasputin.” Enzo tapped his lips.


Igor’s son. Bratva’s second-highest rank. The next pakhan.


“Don’t threaten me with a good time.”


“That’s a big-ass operation you got there.” Achilles scrubbed his knuckles over his cheekbone. “Even if we let you go on your deranged quest, you don’t have the manpower.”


“I could use a helping hand.” I arched a meaningful eyebrow.


“No way are we getting ourselves into a full-blown Mafia war.” Luca shook his head. “Not my circus, not my monkeys.”


“Fine. Stay out of my way, then.”


Achilles mulled my words over, the menacing glint in his eyes sharpening. “My problem with your proposition is twofold.”


I stared at him impassively, knowing another fucking TED Talk was about to ensue. Goddamn Italians and their love for words.


Achilles didn’t disappoint.


“One, we’re the ones who’ll get the brunt of it when Alex gets fished out of the Hudson River,” he said.


That was an easy fix. I could kill him anywhere on the map. “And the second?”


Achilles pushed off the wall, stalking over to me and crouching down so our faces were an inch apart. He was one gruesome motherfucker, with a face even a blind mother couldn’t love. Rumor had it every inch of his flesh was scarred, burned, or both; every part of his body from the chin below was covered in elaborate ink.


“I still haven’t punished you for killing Filippo,” he rasped.


Not this shit again.


Ten months ago, I offed one of the Ferrante soldiers when I kidnapped a woman he was watching over. Pure collateral damage. Nothing personal.


“I already told you. I thought he was cannon fodder, not the family pet.”


“Would that have changed things?”


Not really. But people—even sociopaths—liked to play the what-if game. To ponder the alternatives for the path their lives had taken.


“I’d have aimed for the heart, so his face wouldn’t look like Irish stew.”


The Camorra loved open-casket funerals. Seemed a bit ambitious considering their occupation if you asked me, but no one fucking did.


“Che palle.” Achilles slapped me with the side of his gun, sending my face flying sideways. My boredom morphed into impatience. I really needed to go check on my businesses.


“You’ve been a thorn in our side for far too long, Callaghan.” Luca produced his own gun from his holster. Cocked it.


Who was he kidding? If he wanted me dead, I wouldn’t be here, listening to their lecture. Death was a luxury they didn’t offer me. Instead, I had to watch their meltdowns on loop.


“Nah, man. I say if the Irish and Russians want to off one another, we should let them,” Enzo suggested gleefully. “Muoia Sansone con tutti i Filistei.”


“Enough with the chitchat,” I growled. “Just do what you have to.”


“Enzo. Knife,” Achilles ordered. Enzo glided toward us, disposing of his knife in Achilles’s open palm. The latter grabbed a fistful of my hair, tilting my face upward. Our eyes met.


“You know.” Achilles pressed the blade to the center of my neck. The tip traveled upward, toward my chin. “The bullet you put in Filippo’s head came out of his eye socket. We never found his eyeball.”


Eyeball it was, then.


Not a terrible loss. I’d seen enough of this world and hated it and everyone in it.


“Filippo was close to me as well.” Luca jammed his fists into his pockets. The blade of Achilles’s knife trekked north, sailing across my cheek and toward my left eye. “But you’ll be no use to me completely blind. I’ll take my favor some other time.”


“Your sainthood’s in the mail,” I drawled, never breaking Achilles’s stare.


“Right or left?” Achilles asked.


“Your pick.” I hitched a shoulder up. “But do it in the next five minutes. I have underground casinos to run.”


“Your next stop is the ER, shitbag.”


If I had a sense of humor, I’d laugh. Getting my eye plucked out without anesthesia wouldn’t even rank as the fiftieth worst thing that happened to me in my twenty-eight years on this planet.


“Losing an eye will have its perks.”


“Is that so?” Achilles took the bait.


“For one thing, I’ll no longer have a 20/20 vision of your Freddy Krueger face.”


Achilles’s nostrils flared, rage rolling off him like lava. “Occhio per occhio, dente per dente. Open wide, motherfucker.”


I didn’t flinch. Not when the edge of the knife poked the side of my eye, forcing its way into the socket. Not when it pried my eyeball from the depth of my skull. And not when I felt it sliding out of the hollow space. I remained still, muscles lax, posture languid, shoulders rolled back. The picture of calm and tranquil.


That was the thing about me.


I never flinched.


I. Never. Fucking. Flinch.


They called me Deathless for a reason. I enjoyed defying my own demise.


My eyeball was now sliding completely out of my body.


The room was lethally quiet, save for my labored breaths. Achilles held my eyeball between his fingers and cut the six muscles that connected it to my brain, then the sheath of optic nerve attaching it to my brain. He stepped back.


Hot, thick liquid decanted down my eye socket to my cheek. I licked it with an easy smile. Tremors ghosted my spine and arms, my body’s reaction to the shocking invasion, but I welcomed the discomfort, making it a part of me.


I was very good at enduring pain. Very good at distributing it, too. I was going to get Achilles in the next round. Touch something of his and destroy it so thoroughly he wouldn’t be able to recognize it for what it once was.


I had the patience, will, and time. The only thing I lacked was morals.


“Damn.” Enzo gave a low whistle. “Glass half full, Callaghan—you’re never gonna have a problem dressing up for Halloween.”


“He was too pretty for his own good, anyway,” Luca spat on the floor. “We did him a favor.”


“I believe this is yours.” Achilles tossed my eyeball into my lap, turning around and disposing of the knife in Enzo’s hand. I could only see shadows through my right eye, probably due to the excessive adrenaline. Nothing a couple pints and a good blowie couldn’t fix.


“We done here?” My tone was cool, neutral.


“Make sure you get rid of the Rasputins’ bodies out of the city limits. No paper trail, Callaghan, and no fucking feds.” Achilles picked up his whiskey tumbler from a table midstride, his back to me. “Enzo, cauterize his veins so he doesn’t bleed all over Mama’s new carpets.”


Enzo patched up my eye and cut the zip ties on my wrists from behind.


“Hey, nothing personal, right, Callaghan?” He clapped my shoulder, winking. “We’re still on for that poker night next week?”


“Sure.” I curled my index and middle fingers into Igor’s eye sockets, as though his skull was a bowling ball, tucking it under my armpit. A spider crawled up from one of the sockets, hurrying up my arm, searching for an escape. “Nothing personal.”


Eyeball in pocket, I leisurely stopped to admire their different torture devices on my way out.









CHAPTER TWO


LILA


The ground shook beneath my bare feet.


A flash of a shadowed figure zipped past me from the corner of my eye.


I snapped my gaze up from the sketchbook in my lap, on high alert. I was sitting on the stone fountain in the courtyard, pouring the shape of the Amalfi Coast from memory onto the page.


I wore my pink satin nightgown and my hair was in a loose, long braid. It was pitch black, save for the amber light spilling from the windows.


My vision had always been good. Compensation for what wasn’t, Mama told me.


I spotted a figure prowling from our entrance door toward a gunmetal Mercedes-Benz G 63 that blocked one of our three garages. An uncommonly tall male, pale as a vampire and equally as frightening, stalked outside. He wore a dark coat and moved like a serpent, gliding through the night with the unnerving slickness of someone who belonged to it.


Look away now, quick, before he sees you, Mama’s voice reproached in my head. You’re not to make eye contact with people, Lila!


But what was the harm?


It was too dark for him to notice me.


I’d always watched people secretly. It was the morsel of normalcy I was still allowed. My loneliness was so intimate, so familiar to me, it became a friend in itself. It was my only companion other than Mama and Imma.


I kept staring, hoping it was Tate Blackthorn. The man who gave me the most wonderful present I’d ever been gifted—a dance. A moment of feeling like a woman.


Not a child, not a disabled person, a woman.


It happened a year ago at my brother Luca’s engagement party, and I’d been playing it in my head every night since. My most monumental moment in my eighteen years on this planet was with a complete stranger who used me as a tool to make his wife jealous.


And the sad part was…I’d let him do it all over again. This was how badly I craved human connection.


My eyes drank in his silhouette—obstinate jaw, chiseled cheekbones, features as smooth and icy as winter frost.


Could he be Tate? Could he give me another dance? Could I be so foolish as to ask for one?


He weaved through the shadows dancing across the pebbled front yard. Stopped. Tipped his head up to the moon. The moon stared back, like they were sharing a secret.


The light from one of the windows caught his hair, tangling into the strands. It burned burgundy. Rusty, like medieval copper. Not the gleaming stygian of Tate Blackthorn.


My solar plexus tightened.


It wasn’t him.


This man looked like he was sprung from fire. His hair tousled like dancing flames. And still… He appeared unbearably cold. I had the feeling I’d get frostbite if I touched him.


The pencil slipped between my fingers.


Hit the cobbled ground with a clink I couldn’t hear.


The man stopped abruptly. Froze.


Shit, shit, shit.


He heard.


I wasn’t supposed to be outside. Alone in the dark.


My legs clayed into stone. I couldn’t run even if I wanted to.


His head twisted in my direction. Slowly. Leisurely. Almost tauntingly.


Our gazes clashed in the moon-frosted courtyard. Two animals—a predator and prey—standing on opposite sides of a riverbank.


His shadowed face twisted. He was contemplating something.


Assessing. Scheming.


A rakish half smile pulled at the corner of his lips.


A decision had been made. My belly coiled into knots.


He advanced toward me. I scooted back, my butt dragging along the fountain’s edge until I felt the water skimming the back of my thighs. It was ice cold. Running would be futile. He’d chase me, then catch me, then punish me.


I knew that, even though I didn’t know him.


As he got closer, I saw he was missing an eye. The entire left side of his face was scarlet red. His nose was broken. A human skull was pinned under his arm.


And yet…he was beautiful. Beneath the blood, drainage, and fluid coming from his eyeball, and bruises, and gore.


Beautiful like violent art.


His entire demeanor was abrasive, even without all the blood. Like his existence was an attack on mine. And yet, I couldn’t look away.


My heart felt like something foreign I accidentally swallowed. I wanted to vomit it out of my body. I’d never been so scared in my life.


His mouth moved, and my eyes clung to it.


“Well, well, well. What have we here?” He examined me through his one good eye, lethally amused. “If it isn’t the Ferrantes’ innocent little princess.”


Even though I read his lips and couldn’t hear him, his voice somehow still rolled against my skin, gripping the back of my neck, forcing me to look up and meet his gaze.


He raised his free arm, tracing his knuckles along my cheek. My eyes flared, and a scream stranded in my throat. His still-warm blood painted my cheek.


“What should I do with you? Fuck you, kidnap you, or simply kill you?” he mused aloud.


I had every reason to believe he’d do all three.


My brothers weren’t nice people, and his meeting with them obviously didn’t go as planned, judging by his face. This was retaliation. I was his payback.


His hand ascended my cheek, fingertips gliding across the shell of my ear. He paused. I thought he’d rip it clean off my head. Instead, he seized the ribbon keeping my fair hair in the braid, pulling it slowly, rubbing it between his fingers with rapt fascination. My hair tumbled down my back.


He licked the corner of his lips, his stare invasive, detonating all of my walls at once.


I forced myself to meet his stare. My whole body trembled with fear, but I didn’t scream, didn’t try to run away, didn’t do anything stupid.


I lived with psychopaths. I knew the surest way to become prey was to act like it.


“You’re the simple one.” He assessed me through his hooded, cold eye.


I didn’t answer, but his words stung.


That’s what people said behind my back.


To my face, too.


That I was simple. Dumb. Disposable. A punishment the Ferrantes were saddled with for their grave sins. Hell, even my father called me his pretty little burden.


Vello Ferrante had made it clear he had no use for a daughter beyond marrying her off to someone whose alliance he sought. And so my entire life had been carefully constructed to ensure he thought me unable to be married.


The only way to escape marriage to a mobster was to be unable to be married. More specifically—to pretend I had a developmental disability.


My mother came up with the scheme when I was a child, and I went along with it, trusting she knew best. While a pretty, ditzy woman was a mobster’s wet dream—a person with actual struggles, in need of assistance and care, wasn’t something men in this line of work considered.


It had nothing to do with morals and everything to do with them being the scum of the earth.


He let go of my hair, seizing the front of my neck punishingly. His gaze lingered on my face.


Slowly, he lowered my head into the gushing fountain. He was going to drown me. The realization kicked my heart into high gear. I fought the urge to wrap my fingers around his arm, to try to untangle it from my throat. There was no point.


Instead, I closed my eyes as my hair sank into the water first. Ice-cold liquid engulfed my skull.


I love you, Mama.


I love you, Luca, Enzo, and Achilles.


I love you, Imma.


I even love you, Papa, despite everything.


I’ll watch over you from heaven.


Suddenly, I was jerked back up. My eyes flew open.


I’d think he had a change of heart, but I knew he possessed no such organ. He pulled a pocketknife from his peacoat, flipping it open and pressing it to the corner of my eye. Yup. Just as I feared. He just figured he could make more mess chopping me.


I held my spine straight and my chin high, forcing myself not to swallow hard.


If I must die, I’d die like a Ferrante.


We weren’t good people, but we were warriors.


And warriors didn’t cower.


I stared at him with fierce defiance. The darkness around us held its breath.


The knife kissed my skin, poking, tightening, reminding me what was at stake. It was dull. I knew he’d choose a dull knife. Sadists often did.


The knife began traveling along the edge of my left eye. I choked on a pool of saliva in my throat. Still, I pressed my lips shut.


He tilted my chin with the edge of his knife, forcing me to stare more closely at his grotesque face. “Beauty is such a fragile thing, Raffaella. I can tarnish your face with one stroke of a knife.”


The stranger raised his knife-wielding hand, gathering momentum, and swung it toward my face. I squeezed my eyes shut and stopped breathing, my muscles tightening as I waited for the punishing explosion of pain.


A pain that didn’t come.


Shakily, I pried my eyelids open, pulse hammering. My body was slick with sweat.


A gleam of mirth flickered along his lifeless eye.


The man tucked his knife back into his coat, businesslike. He was playing with my life, screwing with my head, and swallowing every ounce of my fear, all while looking dry as a bone.


I stared at him, slack-jawed, waiting for his next move.


He grabbed something from his pocket, uncurling my fingers between us, putting it there and making me close my fist over it. It was small and slippery. Round. A shell-less snail?


I uncoiled my fingers, staring down. My heart sledgehammered its way past my rib cage.


An eye.


A human one.


His eye.


I wanted to drop it but I knew better than to defy him.


He leaned forward, until our noses almost touched. He smelled of blood, gunpowder, and dark, haunted woods. It was an oddly pleasant, sinister scent, and it seeped into my system, touching a corner inside me I didn’t even know existed.


“Tell your brothers that next time they fuck with me, enter my territory, or otherwise disturb my business, I’m going to hunt you down, fuck every hole in your body, slash that pretty throat, then dump you at their doorstep to bleed out. Understand?”


I was going to do no such thing.


For one thing, my brothers weren’t supposed to know I understood their language, let alone spoke. For another, I wasn’t his errand bitch.


I stared at him defiantly, saying nothing. I had a feeling he knew I understood him.


“Good.” He straightened, releasing my throat from his hold. “Now run, Gealach. Because when I catch? I kill.”


I sprang to my feet and sprinted back inside barefoot, leaving my canvas and pencils outside, as fast as I could before he changed his mind. Panicked breaths tore at my lungs.


Halfway through the journey to my front door, I realize he ripped the spaghetti straps of my nightgown. My breasts were exposed. Every inch of my upper body was smeared with his blood.


I felt the ghost of his hands slithering up and down my flesh. Warm and callused and alive.


Weeks after, I’d ask myself if he was a figment of my imagination.


A nightmare. An omen.


But no, he had to be real.


I knew.


Because I kept his eye.









CHAPTER THREE


LILA


TWO WEEKS LATER


“Madonna Santa, Chiara, your daughter is such a beauty. What a shame she’ll never marry!” Tammy, Mama’s friend, raked her gaze along my frame, clucking her tongue.


I wore a pink chiffon dress with off the shoulder pleats and a tight corset. My long pale hair tumbled in waves down to my waist, haloed by a tiara of snow-white roses. They were real roses, twisted into one another. The tiny thorns dug into my skull, but Mama always said that beauty was pain.


Mama picked the tiara and outfit.


She dictated my wardrobe. My activities. My future.


I felt a little ridiculous in the white satin gloves and high heels. Like I was playing teatime with my dolls, something I did publicly sometimes to make people believe I was mentally delayed. I hated the teatime routine and always thought it was overkill. But as Mama said—in our world, one can never be too pretty or too cautious.


Besides, it wasn’t every day my eldest brother was getting married. And to a princess from the Outfit, no less.


Sofia’s family was well known in Chicago. So influential were the Bandinis that the wedding attracted none other than the president of the United States, Wolfe Keaton, and First Lady Francesca Rossi-Keaton.


Luca and Sofia stood in the far corner of the room, careful not to touch or look at one another as they politely mingled with their guests. My brother was tempered in movement and thinking. Eerily still and cold as a fish. He looked like he was attending his own funeral, not his wedding.


Sofia seemed to share his desolation. Misery was stamped on her lovely, tan face like the angry welts of a belt.


“Yes, well, in our world, marriage is overrated.” Mama huffed. “I’m relieved Raffaella won’t be subjected to a marriage with a cruel man who would cheat and disappear on her for days on end. I gave Vello three boys, and he shaped them into merciless killing machines. Lila is my reward for fulfilling my end of the bargain. Mine to keep and protect.”


Tammy and the rest of the women in the circle nodded.


“Speaking of awful husbands…” Mina, another friend of Mama’s, flashed a sly smile. “I saw Tony’s Alyssa in the shops the other day. She had a black eye. Swore up and down it was due to undereye fillers gone wrong. Just three months ago, her arm was in a cast. Does she think we’re all stupid? She’s barely even twenty-seven. And with three kids already.” Mina tsked. “I always told my Pietro to keep away from that man. He’s a hot-tempered one, Tony.”


“And what about Maggio?” Tammy clucked her tongue. “Cheatin’ on his wife left and right. Three bastards out of wedlock, all on child support, and he still sees the mothers regularly. One of them even works for him. The baldracca.”


“They’re all as awful as each other.” Mama’s mouth twisted in disgust. “Cheating, beating their wives, bringing trouble to our doorsteps. Men are terrible creatures. The world would be a better place if women ruled it.”


“What, and miss our weekly gel manicure and hair appointments?” Tammy snorted, sparking a chorus of giggles. “No, thank you. They can do the hard work while we pamper ourselves. We earned it.”


“It’s not all bad.” Mina gestured a manicured hand to the ballroom in our mansion. It was dazzling. With gilded pillars, marble arches, and frescoed ceilings so high you could barely see the medieval paintings on them. The room glowed golden by candlelight and chandeliers, its deceiving warmth masquerading the awful people inside it.


I craned my neck past the sea of puffy hairdos, searching for Tate Blackthorn.


“Are you going to Ischia for the summer?” Rita asked Mama, her lips curving around her words in the corner of my eye. They were all sipping on champagne while I was holding a pink lemonade.


Everything about me was pink. My wardrobe. My room. My ruddy cheeks.


“Of course.” My mother’s face immediately relaxed at the mention of our summer house. “Lila and I enjoy the sun, the food, the culture. Ischia is our home.”


Mama and I spend two months out of the year on the Italian island to get away from the men in our family. I liked going there. I was able to live more freely. I read in public, played sports, and did cartwheels on the beach. I had a Latin tutor and a math teacher. My mother took me to the movies to watch old Italian films, and I never had to play with dolls or school my face to a blank mask of nothing.


At home, I needed to hide these abilities. My intelligence.


“You should come,” Mama told the three women, but I knew she didn’t mean it. She loathed her friends. Loathed everyone and everything connected to the Camorra.


“What a marvelous idea,” Rita cooed. “I’ll speak to Antonio, see if we have any plans.”


I wondered why they did that. Made plans they weren’t going to execute. Feigned excitement about things they didn’t care about.


My heart skidded to a halt when I finally found the subject of my interest.


Tatum Blackthorn.


He stood across the room, next to Luca, Sofia, Enzo, and Achilles. Half man, half god. A timeless marble statue towering over mere mortals. Slung on his arm was his beautiful wife, Gia. Draped in a red satin gown, she exhibited her pregnant belly. I wondered what it felt like to be loved like her. To have someone accept and adore your every flaw, your every win, your every breath.


Mama and her friends quarreled in the background, but I didn’t watch what they were saying. I was laser-focused on the Blackthorn couple.


Lila, this is unbecoming. You can’t keep staring at someone else’s husband, Mama’s voice scoffed in my head. I knew she was right, even though my interest in Blackthorn wasn’t romantic at all. All I wanted was another dance.


My eyes followed Tate’s lips as they shaped around his words.


“If you so much as look in her direction, I will scoop the other one out. And unlike the Ferrantes, I won’t stop the blood loss.”


A sharp elbow found my ribs—Mama’s way to tell me to stop staring—and my gaze quickly scurried to the person Tate spoke to.


A tall, agile man in a sharp suit, just like 80 percent of the room. And yet, I immediately recognized him, and bile hit the back of my throat.


The coppery hair.


The black eye patch.


The languid, fuck-you stance of a hunter quietly surveying the room for his next target.


His taciturn indifference to it all.


The man who nearly drowned me and then handed me his eyeball.


I wrenched my gaze away from him before he noticed me.


Next to him was another man who was unmistakably his brother, maybe even his twin.


“Oh, the music started.” Rita clapped excitedly. “Let’s gather around the newlyweds for their first dance.”


My feet shifted heavily toward the human ring forming around Luca and Sofia. The couple assumed their place robotically, with Luca taking the lead and moving to what I assumed was a waltz. Their faces were grim, their eyes dim with apathy.


Papa wedged himself between Mama and me, slinging his arms over our shoulders with a cunning grin. He appeared gaunt and yellow, but happy for a change.


“D’you see who’s here, Lila?” He turned to look at me. “The president of the United States, no less. And he brought his wife, too. This marriage puts us in a different league. The Ferrantes are going to be the new Kennedys. Mark my words.”


I blinked at him, pretending not to understand what he was saying.


“Eh, che Dio ti benedica. Your head just keeps your ears apart.” He patted the top of my head, laughing rancidly. “God really was cruel to you, cara mia. Giving you so much beauty and nothing to do with it.”


Ignoring the urge to smash his head against a sharp object, I returned my attention to Luca and Sofia. The waltz ended, and when another one began, a stream of couples flooded the floor. Everyone paired up like magnets, drawing toward one another in perfect harmony. Couples swirled and fluttered. Laughed, hugged, and twirled. I watched Tate Blackthorn holding his wife close, whispering in her ear, paying no heed to the tempo everyone else in the room was shackled to.


Enzo dipped a famous model to the floor, his lips a breath away from hers.


Achilles had a shoulder pressed against the wall, surveilling the room with his dead eyes, hands in his pockets. He didn’t dance, and I wondered if it was out of choice, or because no woman was brave enough to touch him.


“Roger, please.” My mother tapped a waiter on the shoulder. A middle-aged man spun around in his uniform, holding a silver tray filled to the brim with champagne. “Get Lila more pink lemonade,” my mother prompted. “Two ice cubes. Plastic cup.”


No sharp objects for me. My mother said I had severe mental impairment, which put me at age six or below on the scale.


A handsome, fair-haired man approached us from the center of the room. I recognized him instantly. Angelo Bandini was in his early thirties, impeccably mannered and dressed, and prominent in his family business. Sofia’s older brother.


He kissed Mama’s and Papa’s cheeks, then turned to me with a hopeful smile.


My heart fluttered against my rib cage like a butterfly testing its new wings. I forced myself not to smile back.


“Might I ask the youngest Ferrante for a dance?” I watched his lips move. He opened his hand, offering it to me.


My fingers twitched in anticipation beside my body.


“My daughter doesn’t dance,” Mama said.


Angelo chuckled good-naturedly. “Surely, just once? With her new brother-in-law. I’ll be a perfect gentleman.”


Mama stepped forward, cementing herself between us. I couldn’t see what she was saying, but Angelo’s beam morphed into a scowl. The sharp movements of her arms told me she was yelling. The blood drained from my face.


Mama had always been overprotective of me. Most of the time I was grateful, but this time…this time something dark and resentful unfurled behind my rib cage.


“Oh, I wouldn’t count on this, Lady Chiara,” Angelo’s mouth moved smoothly as he stepped back. A sheet of brutality draped over his expression. “I could count the things I wanted and never got on one hand and intend to keep it that way.” His gaze flitted to President Keaton across the room and the woman he held possessively in a waltz. His wife, Francesca.


“Forgive my wife.” Papa inclined his liver-spotted head. “The wedding preparations have left her exhausted and distraught. She means no disrespect, Bandini. My daughter…” Papa pinched my cheek, then kissed his fingers. “She’s simple, you see.”


What a prick. Mama told him to stop using this derogatory word, but he never listened.


“No hard feelings, Don Vello.” Angelo’s lips expanded into an insincere smile, which my father returned. He then yanked Mama by the elbow, dragging her reluctant figure to the dance floor to save face. Angelo strode away, but not before giving me one last derisive look.


I stood alone, surrounded by couples.


Jealousy clogged my throat. I normally didn’t mind being left alone—preferred it, actually—but right now, I hated it.


I turned around and stormed away, shouldering past catering staff and uniformed waiters. The main entrance was swarming with soldiers and security, so I slipped through the wine cellar’s door.


I was immediately clasped in a womb of darkness.


Crimson Key was an island tucked between Florida and the Bahamas. An independent jurisdiction that belonged to my family. The Devil’s Playground, as the rich called it.


It consisted of our mansion, a few hotels of award-winning grandeur, golf courses, and casinos. Trusted friends of the family had snowbird properties here, but it was Ferrante turf through and through.


Tropic humidity licked at my skin. I felt suffocated—by the heat, my dress, and most of all, my family.


I glared behind my shoulder at the arched windows of the ballroom. Usually, when music started playing, I retired to an adjoining empty room, laid on the floor, and closed my eyes. The bass reverberating against my spine mimicked the tempo of the music. It was the closest I could get to listening to it. Right now, though, I didn’t want to lie still.


Wrenching my heels off, I stomped barefoot past the Roman balustraded pool and the densely planted cypresses framing the estate, farther down, toward the thick woods enveloping the back of the property. I kicked the dirt with a huff as I left the pickleball court and pool house behind me, putting more space between the wedding and me. At the end of the vast expanse of tropical trees was a strip of pearly-white sand kissing the Atlantic Ocean. It was my secret spot. A place I often visited on the island when no one was paying attention.


I didn’t care that I was soiling my dress with dirt and mud. Didn’t care that Papa was going to be furious. That Mama was going to be worried. I wanted to lick my wounds privately.


Ten minutes later, I reached the end of the woods. I fell down to my knees, the cold grains of sand digging into my fine bones, and stared at the blackened ocean, biting my lower lip. I grabbed a handful of smooth rocks, tossing them out to the ocean.


Never would I hear the sound of waves crashing on the shore.


Skip. Skip. Skip.


Never would I waltz to live band music.


Skip. Skip. Skip.


Never would I sing along to a familiar tune.


Skip. Skip. Skip.


Never would I kiss a stranger’s mouth, warm and soft and alive, feel their pulse beneath my palm, or whisper secrets into a lover’s ear.


The last rock sank into the water without skipping.


An angry roar ripped from my throat. Broken, desperate, yet I couldn’t even hear it.


Behind my back, there was a castle, and dancing, and lights, and life.


There were plans, hopes, and dreams.


There were people with agency over their own decisions.


Suddenly, a hand clasped my mouth from behind. I gasped, my eyes flaring in horror. An arm wrapped around my throat forcefully, dragging me backward. It was so unexpected, it took me a second before I dug my toes into the sand, bucking, fighting the intrusion.


Somebody followed me here.


And that person knew we were far enough not to be seen or heard.


Panic flooded my system and kicked my instincts into high gear. Whoever held me was male, strong and in a frenzy.


I bit the hand that clasped my mouth, sinking my teeth into his flesh until the metallic taste of blood detonated in my mouth. My attacker jerked, tumbling down to the sand and taking me with him. I fell against his torso, his forearm still pressing hard against my throat. Pressure filled my ears. I fought and kicked and clawed, thrashing and roaring, a wild thing; his fists came down on my face, my neck, blow after blow, making my ears ring. My fingernails punctured his skin, digging so deep they broke and splintered. Something long and thick swelled against my butt. It promised pain and punishment and made the blood freeze inside my veins.


No. No way. I won’t let it happen.


I writhed like a reptile, twisted sharply. I managed to bite his arm, sinking my teeth into his skin until it split, and managed to break free.


Air. I was finally able to welcome it into my searing lungs. I took a greedy gulp of it.


Looking back was a luxury my time constraint couldn’t afford. Instead, I army crawled across the sand, desperately blinking away the stinging blood from my eyes. My crown of roses fell to the sand. In the dark, I could see that the flowers weren’t white anymore. They were dark red. Drenched in my own blood.


My breath rattled in my lungs like a coin in an empty tin.


Breathe.


Breathe.


Breathe.


He snatched my ankle, yanking me back with force. Flipped me to my back roughly, then used a knife to slash the front of my dress, leaving a trail of hot, searing pain across my skin. I arched, crying out in horror. I kicked and punched him, too panicked to take in his features in the dark. It felt like trying to fight my way out of a fishing net. He was everywhere, all at once, too heavy, too much.


Sharp, frenzy eyes flared in the dark, taking in my bare breasts, my nipples, my stomach.


I recognized those eyes. Had seen them before. Two barrels of a gun, staring back at me.


I cataloged him into memory. Filed every plane of his face, each individual hair in his eyebrows.


I’m going to draw you.


And then I’m going to find you.


And then I’m going to kill you.


If you are stupid enough to let me live after this.


As he pushed my panties down my thighs, a peculiar calm washed over me.


In order for him not to kill me, I had to pretend I didn’t know what was happening to me. If he thought he could get away with it, he’d spare me.


I stopped fighting, letting my muscles lax, forcing my mind to drift elsewhere.


Ischia sunsets. Boat trips. Busy markets. Books. Imma’s grilled prosciutto and mozzarella sandwich.


He pushed a chemical-soaked rag to my face, one hand pressing against my mouth. I held my breath while he slapped my right breast, laughing as his hand skated down to the space between my thighs.


Men are filthy. Mama’s words rang in my head. They make you suffer when they have their hands on you. Never let them.


A lifetime passed. And then another. I became dizzy with lack of oxygen. The rag pressed harder against my mouth and nose. Finally, my traitorous body took a sharp inhale of breath. The chemicals rushed into my system. My eyelids grew heavy, my body slacked. I became a rag doll.


Boneless. Weightless. Defenseless.


My body melted into the sand, my mind drifting to the clouds. I was far away now, somewhere he couldn’t hurt me, no matter how hard he tried.


The last thought to cross my mind was that this stronzo could still kill me.


My last hope was that he would.









CHAPTER FOUR


LILA


EIGHT WEEKS LATER


For the first few hours every day, everything was blurry.


A fuzzy world devoured at the edges, like I was staring at my reality through a frost-coated window.


This morning was no different.


I pressed my clammy forehead to the cool toilet seat, waiting for the nausea to propel me into another round of projectile vomiting.


The only thing to come out at this point were acidic fluids. I barely ate, and whatever I did consume I ended up retching soon after.


A small, cold hand pressed against my back, twisting away damp ringlets of hair that had stuck to my skin. I stared up at my mother miserably.


“Get that demon out of me,” I signed in ASL. “I can’t take it anymore, Mama.”


“Still don’t remember his face?” she asked, ignoring my demand.


I shook my head. “It was dark, and he drugged me.”


She placed a gentle kiss over the crown of my head. “Don’t you worry, bambina mia. Mama will fix this for you. I always do.”


My body jerked forward. My mouth opened on its own accord, and another wave of puke tsunamied through me.


The devil put its seed inside me. That’s what Mama said when she thought I couldn’t read her lips. Her precious daughter was ruined forever.


I felt dirty. Used. Like my entire existence shrank into those few minutes when it happened. It defined me. Consumed me.


There wasn’t enough water in the world, not enough soap in the universe to make me feel clean again.


The bruises were gone, but the scars lingered. The phantom wounds tore open at night, gushing memories I couldn’t escape.


I hadn’t stopped bleeding for eight weeks, even though I missed my last period.


Defeated, I glided from the toilet to the floor, curling into a fetal position, closing my eyes and wishing, begging, praying to wake up someone else.


_______


I came to half an hour later, still trapped inside myself.


Stretching my legs shakily, I slung my elbow over the toilet seat, pulling myself up. I treaded out of my bathroom and into the hallway.


I was about to go down the stairway and look for Imma, when I noticed Papa’s office doors were ajar. I stopped.


My parents were inside, standing in front of a grand, gold-plated mirror. This allowed me to read their lips. My mother was crying, her coiffed hair ruffled in disarray.


What did he do now? Take another mistress? Kill another one of her friends’ husbands?


I pressed myself against the wooden door, curling my fingers around its edge and watching them through the mirror.


“Let me take her to Italy. I know a doctor in Capodimonte who can deal with this discreetly. She’ll recuperate there.”


He gave her a cold, unnerving stare.


“Chiara,” he said. Even without hearing his tone, I knew this was a warning.


“Please. We need to get her an abortion.” My mother dabbed a handkerchief to her swollen eyes. “Before it’s too late.”


“Stai zitta! Out of the question.” Papa pushed his fingers into his receding white hair, yanking it about his scalp. “This is God’s will. I won’t defy Him.”


“She was raped, Vello. Fuck your God.”


He advanced toward her, slapping her hard with the back of his hand. My mother’s face flew sideways. The ring on his pinky left a stamp-sized mark. I pressed my palm to my mouth, muffling a gasp.


It wasn’t the first time my father hit my mother.


But it was the first time he did it in front of his sons.


Achilles, Luca, and Enzo stormed into my line of vision. This appeared to be a family meeting about my future. One I wasn’t invited to, as usual.


“Basta! Basta!” Enzo broke my parents off, giving Papa a violent shove. “My upbringing is fucked up enough without adding domestic violence into the mix.”


“The hell you think you’re doing, Dad?” Luca thrust my father behind his desk, using it as a buffer between him and Mama. “Next time you raise a finger to my mother, you’ll have no hands to wipe your ass with. Am I clear?”


“Watch your mouth.” Papa heaved in his seat, catching his ragged breath. “I’m your father and your don.”


“I don’t care if you’re the fucking pope. You touch my mother—you pay.”


My father poured himself a drink with trembling hands. A conversation ping-ponged between him, Luca, and Achilles. Since Luca took a recliner across the room and Papa had his back to me, Achilles was the only person I could clearly see and whose lips I could read.


I was going to have a baby I didn’t want. A baby by a man who raped me. How could I love it? How could I take care of it? Would they even let me keep it? Would I want to? Both options were frightening and overwhelming.


My father and brothers thought I had intellectual disabilities. Only Mama knew the truth.


“He owes Luca a favor.” Achilles lit himself a cigarette. A heavy ball of lead settled in the pit of my stomach. “He’ll do.”


Him? Him who? What will he do?


Did they know who did it? Were they going to force me to marry him?


I’d long come to the conclusion true love was a myth. Like Santa Claus, or the Tooth Fairy. I’d yet to find one happy couple in the entire Camorra. But I never thought I’d be paired with the man who did this to me. Surely, not even my family was this cruel.


Luca said something that made Achilles scowl and mutter, “Right, because we have plenty of accountants and nice, respectable dentists to fucking choose from, don’t we?”


I blinked, registering the unfathomable.


They were marrying me off.


Not to the beast who raped me, but rather, to the first willing man who’d accept such a foul deal.


“His character aside, he’s the only motherfucker who can protect her as well as the Camorra. The king of disorganized crime.”


Character aside? That sounded hardly promising.


Achilles took a drag of his cigarette, releasing two wrathful streams of smoke through his nostrils. “And say what you will about the Irish, but they take care of their own as much as we do.”


Luca must have stood his ground because Achilles added, “He’s the only man deranged enough to entertain this fuckery. Of course I’m protecting Lila.”


“Have you lost your goddamn mind? You can’t marry our sister off to that dipshit.” Enzo bulldozed into my vision, tossing a hand toward Achilles. “He’s a psychopath. I’ve seen him cut a man’s tongue and feed it to his wife for snitching. Lila is pure and innocent and—”


“Pregnant.” Papa slammed his palm on his mahogany desk, rattling the entire floor with its force. “She’s pregnant and can’t give birth out of wedlock. We can’t marry her off to anyone in the Camorra because word would get out. They’ll know someone dared rape her, and we’d be a laughingstock.”


“She’ll give birth here at home. It’ll be our secret,” Mama said decisively. “Then we’ll give the baby awa—”


“No. Too many people coming and going.” Papa shook his head. “Too much staff. It’ll leak.”


“We’ll go to Ischia—” she started again.


“And have an abortion,” he finished for her, mouth twisting crookedly into a sneer. “I’m not dumb, Amore mio. You’re not going anywhere with that girl.”


That girl.


This was what I was reduced to. A problem. An embarrassment. An issue to sweep under the rug. Anger bloomed in my chest. For the millionth time, I wondered if I did the right thing by deceiving the entire world about my so-called condition.


I could’ve been a debutante. Suitors and made men would’ve jumped through hoops to impress my family. I could’ve bargained a better position for myself to enter a marriage. Now I was leftovers. Scraps. A hot potato my family wanted to toss into someone else’s hands.


“All you care about is prestige!” Mama grabbed a Deruta vase from the mantel midstride and threw it at my father. She nicked his temple before the antique shattered on the floor. Plucking a fire poker next, she swung it in his direction, this time aiming for his chest. “Madonna Santa! Who cares what people say? You’re not handing her off to a murderer. She is mine.”


Luca pried the poker from Mama’s hand before she managed to land another strike on Papa, but it didn’t stop her kicking the air in protest. I’d never seen Mama this way. Not even when Papa got one of his mistresses pregnant.


“This is all your fault.” Papa stubbed his finger in my brothers’ direction. “You’ve been soft. Soft on the Russians, on the Irish, on the Chicago Outfit. There’s someone out there who thinks he can walk all over us.” He pointed at the window. “What happened to your sister sits squarely on your shoulders. Now look who we have to give her to.”


“Vello, no.” Mama switched from fighting to pleading, dropping to her knees, folding over. “Please. Don’t do this. She’s everything to me.”


“He’s right. She must be wedded,” Achilles said dryly, ignoring Papa’s accusations.


I knew Luca and Enzo loved me. They always showed it in small brotherly ways. But Achilles took after my father. His heart was an iron fist clenched tight, always ready to deliver pain. It beat for power, money, and corruption. He had no more soul than the chess pieces sprawled on my father’s board.


“This needs to happen immediately. We can’t have people question the timeline,” Achilles added.


“And the baby?” Enzo flipped his pocketknife, cut-cut-cutting shallowly across his thumb to take the edge off.


“Sofia and I will take it.” Luca ran his knuckles over his jawline. “Or it can stay with Lila and some nannies. We can send Imma to live with her.”


Immacolata was the nanny who’d raised my brothers and me. She still lived and worked on our estate.


“But I’m not excited about the idea of Callaghan.” Luca stroked his angular jaw. “Enzo’s right. He’s a menace.”


“A menace who rules South Bronx and sits on a mountain of his enemies’ skulls. The man has no fear or morals. He’s a liability. A wild seed. We need to strike an alliance with the Irish.” Papa’s words were swift and final. “He’s my biggest headache right now. I need to nip it in the bud. This will tie our businesses with his. We’ll throw him some incentives, give him territory, and kill two birds with one stone.”


“Sei un coglione,” Mama snarled, rising to her feet. “He gave your daughter his eye.”


My life drained from my body.


This was who they wanted me to marry?


The awful man without the eye who threatened to drown, chop, rape, and kill me?


“The shit are you talking about, Mama?” Achilles swung his entire body in her direction, scowling.


“It’s true.” She tilted her chin up, straightening her spine. “She was doing her little doodles on the fountain outside the night you brought that godawful creature into my house. He found her and gave her his eyeball. She was covered in his blood, her hair all wet from the water when I found her. This is how depraved the man is. Taunting this poor, innocent girl.”


“Uhm, and you didn’t think of—let’s see—telling us?” Enzo stared at her incredulously.


She hitched a shoulder up. “I didn’t think we’d have to see him again, and I didn’t want to trigger Lila. You know how delicate she is.”


Luca squinted. “And he didn’t rape her?”


“Well, no, but—”


“And he didn’t kill her?” Achilles frowned.


They made it sound like him sparing my life was a heroic act. I wanted to scream until my lungs caught fire.


Luca curved an eyebrow, contemplating. “Maybe he spared her because of her disabilities?”


Achilles and Enzo shot him disbelieving glares.


“Riiiight.” Enzo chuckled sarcastically. “Because he’s just that kind of stand-up guy.”


“He’s not the catch-and-release type.” Achilles scratched his jaw. “And he is not prone to mistakes. Something’s fishy.”


“Probably your breath,” Enzo suggested sunnily. “Have you been with any more of my exes recently?”


Sometimes my brothers said crude things I did not understand. This was one of those times.


“Maybe he decided to finish his business at Luca’s wedding,” Dad marveled.


“And this is fine with you?” Mama went red. “Marry her off to her rapist?”


“Tiernan Callaghan has grand aspirations. I’d rather work with him than against him. Lila will give birth as a married woman, and we’ll be able to put that pazzo on a leash.”


“And if he abuses her?” Luca leaned a shoulder against the wall, a godly sculpture, arms crossed around his middle.


My father huffed. “How much does she understand, really?”


A lot, Papa. More than you’d ever know. The only thing I can’t do is hear, and that is entirely not my fault.


“Set up a meeting,” my father concluded. “Tomorrow, at the latest. I want the entire Irish clan here.”


“No, no, no!” My mother fell to her knees again, pounding the carpeted floor with her fists. “I won’t let you take her. I won’t. You can’t do this to me. She’s all I have left.”


But there was no point.


I knew as well as she did, once my father made up his mind, there was no changing it.


My mother’s plan to keep me safe and unwed failed in spectacular fashion. Everything we’d worked for was in vain.


I was pregnant and getting married to Tiernan Callaghan.


And I had no say about it.









CHAPTER FIVE


TIERNAN


291 DAYS TO SELF-DESTRUCTION


There was only one thing I hated more than a Ferrante brother.


And that was two Ferrante brothers interrupting me while I was splitting the G. The heavenly act of taking the first, large sip of a freshly poured Guinness.


I was sitting in Fermanagh’s, going over the books, when Enzo and Achilles showed up at my door.


I drew my weapon and aimed it at Achilles’s head. Let’s be honest, a bullet would only do his face good.


“That’s a weird way of saying hello.” Enzo flashed me a friendly smile.


“I don’t acknowledge lesser life-forms.”


“Ouch. That is so uncalled for.” Enzo almost pouted. “If it wasn’t for me stitching your ass, I’d be visiting a cemetery right now, not a lively pub.”


I forgot how chatty the Ferrantes were. Already, I wanted my fucking time back.


“What brings you down to my humble kingdom?” I asked.


“Maybe we just missed you.” Enzo tossed his knife in the air with a shrug, catching it by the hilt.


I cataloged the Italian jokester. A preppy black peacoat and black hoodie combo, slim fit chinos, and a three-hundred-buck haircut. He looked about as scary as a moldy piece of marshmallow.


“Have your fill, lover boy. You just entered my territory unannounced, and I have every reason to make lasagna out of your brain. Frisk them.” I jerked my chin toward the Camorristi men.


Three of my soldiers stood up, stomping over to the brothers and patting them down. They raised their arms sideways with a disgruntled look. I grabbed my phone and took a picture of the humiliating moment.


Astonishingly, they were both unarmed.


“What do you want?” I grumbled.


“Come with us, and we’ll tell you.” Enzo tilted his head to the Humvee parked outside.


“Tell me here. I don’t serve at the pleasure of your crown.”


“We have an offer for you.” Achilles’s tone suggested his offer was to drink cyanide straight from the source.


I used the muzzle of my gun to scratch my jaw. “What do you want in return?”


“Not enough,” Achilles grumbled. “And the offer is time-sensitive, so hurl your ass this way now.”


“Bold of you to barge in here looking for a favor and put me on a deadline.”


“Look, either you’re coming or we’ll move down our list to another asshole who’d take this deal.”


“I’m coming armed.” I re-holstered. The brothers exchanged looks. Achilles jerked his head in a nod.


They led me to their Humvee, glancing at me every now and then to ensure I didn’t put a bullet in their heads. I had no plans to do that. Yet. Anger made you stupid, and stupid got you killed. Whatever they needed from me, they were desperate enough to ask for it nicely.


Achilles, Enzo, and Luca—who waited in the driver’s seat—bickered in Neapolitan the entire way to their Long Island mansion. They sounded pissed, though it beat me as to why. All the Russians I’d killed after our little reunion had been dumped far beyond the city limits. I even attended Luca’s wedding. He and his new wife had the sizzling chemistry of a toothpick and a bucket of piss.


We arrived at their manor. Last time I was here, I lost an eye. Now, I was losing my bleeding patience.


We spilled into the foyer. Two curved, grand staircases stared back at me. Intricate columns in ivory and gold. Vaulted high ceilings, rich Persian carpets, baroque paintings, and so much gold my healthy eye nearly bled itself into blindness. The design was a mix of expensive, tacky, and over-the-top.


Servants rushed to take my coat and offer me refreshments. A wry chuckle escaped me. Last time I was here, I was a prisoner. Now, I was royalty. Oh, how the tables had turned.


“Not one word, Callaghan.” Achilles got in my face, his finger an inch from my good eye. “In fact, try not to breathe. Your goddamn existence chaps my ass.”


Ignoring him, I stalked inside.


“By the way, love the pirate look.” Enzo slapped my back from behind, catching my step. “Really suits you.”


“I don’t swing that way.”


“Don’t mistake my hate boner for a proposition,” he said smoothly, but the tips of his ears reddened. “Neither do I.”


“Sure, buddy.”


Eager to finish the conversation with a man so dumb he probably dropped out of the University of Life, I stepped forward, deeper into the house.


Luca and I ascended the curved stairway. Enzo and Achilles trailed behind. I considered all theories during the ride here and still hadn’t figured out their angle for this meeting. They gave me the okay to kill Alex and his siblings as long as I made their bodies disappear, which I hadn’t even done yet. Other than that, I had no outstanding beef with the Italians.


We marched through the corridor and into the first set of double doors leading to Vello’s office. Luca opened the doors, and Achilles shoved me through them.


Sitting behind his desk was Don Vello himself, wearing a paisley cravat and a three-piece. He looked like a sphinx cat in a suit. Pale, mostly hairless, wrinkly, and too frail for his scowl to be taken seriously.


The rumors were true, then.


He was dying.


To his right, on an upholstered velvet settee, were his wife and daughter.


Lady Chiara was bawling her eyes out into what, at some point, was a tissue. She stared at me like I pissed in her grits this morning. I didn’t take it personally. That tended to happen with women who knew what I did for a living.


The vast room was paneled with mahogany and filled with pictures from Camorra events—weddings, funerals, and baptisms. There was an elaborate, gold-gilded chess set on the desk in front of Vello.


In one of the two seats in front of him was my da, wearing his Sunday best and a placid expression. Next to him was my older brother, Fintan, and my twin sister, Tierney.


My irritation turned to apprehension. What the fuck was my entire family doing here?


“Callaghan. Thank you for coming.” Vello gestured to the chair in front of him.


I glanced around. “What’s the story? We throwing a party? Enzo’s balls finally dropped?”


Vello signaled to the chair again. “Have a seat.”
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