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            CRUELEST CONTRACT


          


          (STORM’S EYE RANCH)


        


      


    


    

      

        

        I’ve been given a choice.


        I can marry one of the four fearsome Tempesta brothers.


        Or else bury my own troubled twin brother after his latest misdeeds.  


         


        It’s a sacrifice I will make with no hesitation.


        For years I’ve tried to escape my family’s Mafia legacy.


        I should have understood this was always a fantasy.


        It doesn’t matter that I moved to a different city or that I changed my name and stayed far away from the chaos I was born to.


        In the end, I cannot outrun the obligations of blood.


        With my twin’s life on the line, I’ll honor the deal that promises to keep him safe.


         


        As a cruel favor, I’m allowed to pick which one of the Tempesta brothers I’ll walk down the aisle with.


        One week among them is all the time I’m given to make up my mind.


        Just one week in their vast ranch fortress in a remote corner of Wyoming to decide which of these intimidating men I’ll agree to marry.


         


        They are all different.


        All gorgeous and seductive.


        And all uniquely challenging in their own way.


        But only one of them stands out and fascinates me to the point of obsession.


         


        Years ago, Julian Tempesta saved my life and now our intense physical attraction is undeniable.


        Julian, as the charismatic eldest brother, is also the natural leader and protector, not a man who intends to use me and then callously crush my heart to pieces.


        When Julian says this marriage will be real, I believe him.


         


        I’m in far too deep by the time I understand the truth.


        I’ve foolishly trapped myself in a devil’s bargain.


        And now my ‘husband’ will be my undoing…


         


      


      


       


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

          


          

            PROLOGUE


          


          CECILIA, AGE 13


        


      


    


    

      The accident has made a lot of things impossible. Dancing is one of them.


      No one notices when I escape from my brother’s wedding reception. A year ago I would have stayed and danced in the villa courtyard until my heart pounded and my heels blistered but not anymore.


      A cluster of oak trees at the edge of my grandfather’s vineyard estate has always been a favorite spot. Today it’s the perfect place to hide and daydream about a future where I’m dancing with no pain.


      My leg already throbs from the short walk. The ache travels along the scar line like it’s got a mind of its own and is reminding me why I’m trying to hide among the old oaks. Ten months of physical therapy has made a big difference but every careful step reminds me of my new limitations.


      Angelo, my least favorite brother, flashed a nasty smirk earlier when he noticed I was trying to tag along with the boys. “Get lost for fuck’s sake. You’ll never keep up.”


      Those words cut deep. Angelo’s insults always do. And I can never think of an equally mean comeback until he’s long gone.


      Of course I couldn’t keep up with my brothers as they joined the Tempesta boys in a knot of wild shoving and cursing with stolen liquor bottles hidden under their shirts. I refused to beg them to wait for me. I knew they wouldn’t.


      Boys are lucky. They’ll be allowed to do as they please. My grandfather’s guards are patrolling the grounds with long guns slung over their shoulders but they won’t care about a pack of teenagers drinking themselves sick in some remote corner of the vineyard.


      Angelo, two years older, was born a bully so I never expect much from him. But whenever my twin follows along, I can’t help feeling crushed.


      All of our lives we’ve been a team. The Grimaldi twins. Gabriel and Cecilia. Cici and Gabe. Now my twin brother leaves me behind without looking back. I don’t know how to make it stop hurting when Gabriel chooses to stick by Angelo’s side, not mine.


      Behind me, the tempo of the tarantella speeds up. The laughter from the wedding reception grows louder.


      Before I slipped away, I saw my parents out there, twirling around with the crowd in a rare moment of carefree fun. The bride danced with her bridesmaids. My cousins danced with each other.


      I got a funny feeling when my eldest brother said his wedding vows. Eight years older, Matthias was always worlds ahead. We’re not close but he’s always been dependable and protective. I’ll miss him. He’s not out there right now and I haven’t seen him since he and Daniela shared their first dance. He was called to a private meeting with our grandfather. Last week I heard my father say that Matthias, as the firstborn grandson, will be receiving one of the beachfront resorts as a wedding present.


      Today I’ve made a decision. I’ll never walk down the aisle until I find someone who looks at me the way Matthias looks at Daniela. Anything less would be like giving up.


      The thicket of trees is just up ahead but Angelo’s sharp laughter stops me in my tracks. My heart sinks because I know Gabriel must have led them here. He’s the only one who knows about my favorite spot. The sense of betrayal tastes bitter.


      There’s movement in the trees and I try to be quiet as I inch closer for a better look just as Angelo delivers the punchline of his latest obscene joke.


      The boys sit on flat boulders and rotted logs while passing a bottle around. Gabe hesitates before taking a sip and immediately chokes but the Tempesta boys gulp from the bottle like it’s something they do every day.


      The four Tempesta brothers and their father arrived for the wedding early this morning. I’ve never met them before but I’ve heard their names plenty over the years. They are close in age and they run wild on their Wyoming ranch. There’s a rumor that their father went sort of crazy after their mother was murdered.


      I don’t know if Cassio Tempesta is really crazy but he does seem a little weird. I saw him at the reception and he was sitting alone while puffing on a cigar and glaring at no one in particular. Whenever he does speak to people, they look like they’re trying to figure out the quickest escape route.


      His sons look like him, all of them with handsome faces, black hair and broad shoulders. They make me nervous. Even so, I can’t seem to stop staring at them.


      Fortunato is the youngest, the same age as me and Gabe. But whereas Gabe is still short and scrawny, Fort is nearly as tall and strong as his big brothers.


      The two middle brothers always trip me up. One is named Gaetano. The other is Tiberius. They aren’t twins but could easily be confused for twins.


      Lastly, there’s the oldest Tempesta brother, the one who chooses to stand apart from the rest of them right now.


      Julian can’t be more than seventeen but there’s a different energy about him, and not just because he’s more muscled and serious in the way that grown men are. He leans against the thick base of a tree with his arms crossed and his foot propped up on the trunk. The sleeves of his white shirt are rolled up past his elbows. He studies the other boys with an attitude that leaves no doubt he’s in charge. Like he’s the lone adult overseeing a rowdy playground and he’s just biding his time until he gets to do something more interesting.


      None of the boys have noticed me yet but when they do, Angelo will say something rude. The rest of them will laugh. Gabe will pretend I’m not here. I’ll be forced to walk away with my cheeks on fire and my eyes watering and I’ll probably end up wiping my running nose on the sleeve of my cardigan.


      None of this sounds like a good time. I might as well return to the wedding reception and watch everyone else dance. At least there will be cake.


      While I’m trying to figure out the best way to retreat without being seen, Julian’s gaze flicks to me, scrolls quickly and then goes flat with disinterest.


      My cousin Lianna insists she hooked up with him a few months back when he showed up with his father at my uncle’s Las Vegas hotel. I have no idea if this is true. Lianna has lied before and she’s definitely full of herself now that she’s sixteen and having all kinds of life experiences.


      But now that I’m this close to Julian Tempesta, I have no trouble believing her story. I bet Julian does whatever he wants and always gets his way. I wonder how that feels.


      The music is still playing. The buzz of laughter and voices drifts across the gentle slopes of the vineyard.


      There’s also the beat of a new and inexplicable sound, kind of like galloping horses. My stomach tightens automatically.


      I’ll never ride a horse again. I still think they are beautiful but I feel sick if I get too close to one.


      Instinctively, I bend down to touch the damaged leg that’s lucky to still be attached to my body. When my mother tried to gently talk me out of wearing black winter tights beneath my dress today, I refused.


      People see my scars and they stare. I will not give them anything to stare at. With a shaky breath, I take my hand off my leg and lift my eyes to search for the source of the noise.


      Shades of soft orange streak the sky and dusk will soon fall but there’s still plenty of light. More than enough for me to see the two spidery shapes rapidly advancing in this direction.


      Even after I realize the shapes are helicopters I’m not afraid. Helicopters aren’t rare and they aren’t scary.


      It’s not until panicked shouts begin to ring out and I spot some of my grandfather’s men running through the vineyard with their guns raised that I know something is very wrong.


      It all happens fast. So very fast.


      A deep voice roars, “GET DOWN!”


      I know I should listen. But I can’t move. I’m frozen in place on open ground. A sitting duck.  A band of terror tightens in my chest.


      Both helicopters hover above the formation of tables set up for the wedding reception. The wind from the propellers knocks over chairs and topples the five tier wedding cake. Some people understand what’s coming and dive under tables in desperation. But anyone who just finished dancing on the huge wide open patio has nowhere to go.


      The bullets fire at an impossibly rapid speed, hundreds of them. The guns pointing from the open doors of both helicopters are being controlled by unseen men. And they are merciless.


      It’s a shock when I’m knocked off my feet. My cheek hits the dirt. For one wild second I’m positive I’ve just been shot.


      But I haven’t been shot and I’m not alone.


      A very hard, heavy body has tackled me from behind and now pins me to the earth. Even if I wasn’t too petrified to move, I wouldn’t be able to.


      Noises blend together. The deafening chop of the helicopter propellers. The endless rapid crack of fired bullets. Screams echo from all directions.


      “Stay down,” growls my protector. Big hands cover my ears, a useless attempt to spare me from hearing what’s happening nearby.


      All I can see of him are muscled forearms and white sleeves rolled above the elbows.


      We’ve never spoken, but I know him.


      Just a moment ago he was leaning against a tree and watching his brothers get drunk on stolen whiskey.


      Now Julian Tempesta has come between me and death, shielding my body with his.


      Bullets hit the earth not far away. Each impact vibrates the ground.


      I don’t know how this is happening but it is. Every nightmare rolls into one. Time is an uncertain thing. I might have been here for a minute or an hour. Grass tickles my nose and my chest heaves with sobs.


      As horrible as it is to be flat on the ground while bullets fly everywhere, I know things will get much worse.


      The faces of all the people I love fly through my mind.


      My brothers. My parents. My aunts and uncles and cousins. Even my strict grandfather.


      I should be able to remember at least one prayer to save them but there’s nothing. Only intense, paralyzing terror.


      The gunfire stops and the roar of the helicopters fades. Men are shouting. Women are wailing.


      “Julian!” calls a frightened voice from the trees.


      “I’m all right,” he calmly answers and the weight of his body leaves mine.


      I might have just stayed there sobbing in the grass for ages but Julian gently pulls me up. He holds me by the arms when my legs threaten to melt. Behind him, five anxious boys stand at the edge of the tree line, his brothers and mine.


      I’m relieved to see them. But they are no longer badass teenagers passing around a forbidden liquor bottle. They’ve become terrified, wide-eyed children.


      Angelo mutters the word, “Fuck,” and vomits on the ground.


      Gabriel stares at me, then shifts his eyes to something in the distance and sinks to his knees with a heartbroken cry.


      Fortunato points a shaking finger. “Look, it’s Dad! He’s running over here.”


      Julian’s eyes scan the space above my head and his tense posture relaxes a little when he sees his brother is telling the truth.


      If their father is alive and running to his kids then maybe mine is too. And my mother. And the rest of them might also be safe, impossible as this seems.


      But one look over my shoulder shatters the illusion. There’s been no miracle.


      Images burn into my brain with cruel speed. In an instant I know they can never be erased.


      Bodies are lying on the ground. A few are moving. Most are not. The blood is everywhere. Blood now stains a white bridal gown. Blood is splattered on the tables and the patio tiles.


      My mother bought matching dresses for the two of us. When I reminded her that I hate wearing pink, she tickled me with a laugh and said the color was salmon. My father told her she looked beautiful and she blushed.


      She really did look beautiful.


      She’ll also never wear that salmon colored dress again. It’s now stained and ruined among the fallen bodies.


      A single piercing shriek rips painfully from my throat and then stalls. The devastating weight of grief crushes my lungs from within and there’s no more air to scream with.


      “Don’t look,” Julian orders and cups my face in his hands. “Just don’t look at it. Look at me instead.”


      Panic threatens to engulf me. Every breath feels like a punishment.


      And yet I do as he says. I look up into Julian Tempesta’s determined dark eyes and I keep staring at him, only at him, while trying to wish away the horror all around us.


      Now I know how the end can come for you.


      It can come for you under a beautiful summer sky in the dreamy moments before twilight.


      It can come for you amid the laughter of your family and set to music that cuts off with no warning.


      No matter how long I cling to Julian, this terrible new reality still exists.


      And it waits for me.
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            1


          


          

            JULIAN


          


        


      


    


    

      “What do you know?” Tye’s boot kicks the charred pile. “This Dollar Store phony cowboy had a gold tooth.”


      “Feel free to call dibs,” Fort grumbles and stabs the shovel into the earth again to deepen the hole. “Nobody will fight you for it.”


      “Speak for yourself.” Getty hunches down for a closer look. “I like souvenirs.”


      Tye drops his shovel and grins, sensing a challenge. “In that case, stand up and take your beating, shithead.”


      I swipe the shovel off the ground and savagely scoop up a heap of human remains that have been burned to a crisp. “No souvenirs. Now quit clowning around before I get pissed off and knock your heads together.”


      Tye starts cackling. “Our captain sure gets testy without his morning coffee.” He plunks his ass down with a grunt, having decided the best way to help out is to take it easy and watch the rest of us sweat.


      Arguing with him isn’t worth my time. It’s been a long night and this chore needs to get finished. We’re a two hour ride back to the ranch and I dislike the way the clouds are thickening overhead.


      Getty seems like he’s considering whether he should push my buttons by taking a time out beside Tye. One look at my face convinces him this wouldn’t be a good choice. Very wise, considering how much he’s already busted my balls in the last twenty-four hours.


      “I’ll deal with this,” Getty says to Fort and holds his hand out. “You get the horses ready to go. You’re better at it.”


      Fortunato recognizes reason when he hears it. It’s one of his best traits. He silently hands over the short-handled shovel and heads for the trees where four sturdy ranch horses are tied up.


      Getty is a solid worker once he digs in and decides to be useful. An uncommonly warm spring now works in our favor. The ground is nicely thawed and soft. In no time we’ve got the pile of bones and ash buried, gold tooth and all.


      Now that the work is done, Tye finally climbs to his feet. He spits on the dirt and then cracks up with laughter. I swear, he’ll be laughing as he wheezes out his dying breath.


      He’s next in line after me but it’s not easy to picture him being in charge of anything. A few seasons in the NHL, where he averaged two fights per game and won the prize for league penalties, has convinced people he carries a chip on his shoulder.


      I know my brother better than they do. Tiberius Tempesta doesn’t care about proving a damn thing to anyone. He fights because he likes to fight and that’s as deep as his reasons get.


      The exception comes when it’s time to defend the family. Then he shifts to raging bull mode.


      “Maybe we should say a few words for the dearly departed,” Tye says and punctuates the comment with a loud belch.


      “Think I’ll give him a more appropriate sendoff.” Getty opens his jeans and aims a stream of piss.


      My brothers, charming as princes.


      I shake my head but don’t say a word while Getty waters the earth.


      “Ready to ride,” Fort calls and smoothly heaves himself into a saddle.


      Without looking back, I follow my brothers to the horses, leaving the fresh grave behind. Once we ride out of here, its location will be forever lost.


      There might be someone out there who will always wonder what happened to this man, but all signs indicate the world is better off now that he’s no longer in it.


      However, with this piece of unpleasant business handled, I’ve got one more on my agenda.


      Tye has already climbed into a saddle and Getty has one foot in a stirrup when I grab the back of his shirt and give it a hard yank. He stumbles, caught off guard and sputtering. I move right in to seize a handful of thick flannel fabric and get right in his face.


      “What’s the rule, Gaetano?”


      He tries to throw me off. Can’t. Scowls. “Fuck your lessons, Julian. I’m too old for that shit.”


      “And that attitude is exactly why you still need some guidance. Answer the question.”


      He’s seething but not foolish enough to take a swing. “That piece of shit was a traitor.”


      “I know it.”


      “Haven’t we always said there’s nothing worse?”


      “Sure. And he got what he deserved. But we might have squeezed some useful information out of him before you opened his throat.”


      My brother rolls his eyes. “The fucker was a lowly hired gun. Not the consigliere of the Chicago mob.”


      “Not the point. This time all you did was give some lousy spy a few minutes less on this earth. But next time your tantrum might provoke more than my temper. Every time you lash out you’re acting for us all. Remember that.”


      He’s still sulking but the speech also made an impression. He doesn’t feel guilty. I’m not sure he knows how. All of his badass flexing isn’t just for show but his loyalty is never in question.


      Holding his tongue for once, Getty nods before meeting my eye again. “I get it. Lecture’s over.”


      Good enough. I slap his shoulder as a message that the matter is now settled. “Let’s get out of here. We’ve got a long ride ahead of us and I’m so fucking hungry I could eat one of the horses.”


      Getty snorts and hops on the back of his mount. He intentionally bumps into Tye as he steers out of the clearing and Tye curses before giving chase. Fort waits until I’m in the saddle and then follows our brothers, leaving me as the last one to guide my horse away from the scene.


      The man we killed and buried was an enforcer in Chicago’s Bonafaci family. Two months ago he showed up at the ranch looking for work with a story he’d just finished serving three years in Idaho for robbery. The name he gave checked out and his skills showed he’d spent time on a ranch. My guess is he killed the real ex-con. He caught my attention when our foreman mentioned he’d picked a few fights with the other cowboys. That’s when I took a much closer look at his story.


      I’ve learned never to be surprised when some cocky upstart makes a foolish plan. He was sent here by his bosses, either to gather intel or make some trouble.


      We’ll never know his objective. But nothing raises my hackles like a double crosser.


      We took that bastard in. Put a roof over his head. Gave him a living. And he chose to pay us back with treachery. That’s not a redeemable offense. I would have preferred to extract more information from him before sending him to hell but Getty jumped the gun and sliced him from ear to ear in a fury.


      He bled out in less than a minute while we watched. It’s a fucked up way to die. Men who get their throats cut always try to push the blood back inside with their fingers. And they always look so surprised when they can’t.


      The dead man will never be mentioned at Storm’s Eye Ranch again. Our foreman is loyal. None of the wranglers will question the story that he packed his shit up and fled in the night. This happens sometimes and for any number of reasons.


      Now our Chicago affiliates are primed to teach the Bonafaci family a painful lesson; you fuck with the top of the food chain and you’ll get eaten alive.


      When all is said and done, there will be nothing left of them. The meager territory they’ve been so desperate to keep will be under our banner. Serves them right.


      It’s funny, but not long ago I came across a news segment about the modern Mafia. Some suit and tie dipshit with a polished Ivy League smirk declared, “The brutal and secretive Mafia network that was glamorized by Hollywood and held entire cities in its vicious grip for decades is on life support these days.”


      Ha! I got a hell of a laugh out of that. Then I showed it to my brothers and we all cracked up together.


      If these civilians enjoy curling up under their covers at night and dreaming about the extinction of the Mafia, so much the better. To their eyes, we might be mildly interesting as a wealthy ranching family. We’re the ones who benefit when they don’t look any deeper at the vast web of connections that combine into our empire.


      A light rain begins to fall when we’re still a few miles from the ranch. Every once in a while I remove my hat to shake away the water on the brim but otherwise the weather doesn’t bother me. The taste of spring is everywhere and the hills are painted a deeper green every day. All the seasons of my life have been spent here and I’ll never tire of celebrating the warmer months after a long and dreary winter.


      I’m a few paces behind my brothers and halfway listening as they make plans to drive into Laramie tonight. The university is still in session for a few more weeks and there’s a far more impressive selection of hot girls than we get to see in the nearby small town of Vigilance.


      Fort turns his head and searches me out. “You coming, Jul? You should.”


      “How about it, big brother?” Getty flashes a wicked grin that promises trouble. “Why not clear those cobwebs off your cock and live a little?”


      Tye finds this insult way too funny and howls so hard he nearly falls off his horse. “Cobwebs,” he cackles and slaps his thigh.


      I’m not going to defend the state of my cock to these assholes. When I reach my limit and need a fuck, I never have any trouble finding a pretty face who wants a good time. But one negative feature of living and working so closely with your own brothers is they know when you haven’t been serviced in a while.


      Flipping through the calendar in my mind, I hold back a wince when I realize that I haven’t touched a pair of tits since a trip to L.A. last summer.


      In my defense, I’ve been busy. Being Cassio Tempesta’s eldest son and right-hand man isn’t a role for anyone who expects a lot of leisure time.


      I’d like to pass on the Laramie outing. However, my brothers get too unruly when all three of them are out drinking. I’ll probably tag along to supervise even though ten minutes inside a college bar leaves me feeling like I’m the fucking prom chaperone. Frankly, I’ve reached the phase in life where my patience for giggling college girls has worn thin. Most spend too much time babbling about sororities or whining about roommates.


      If some sexy, intelligent woman who behaves like an adult wants to drop out of the sky and land in my lap then I’m all over the opportunity. But I don’t have the time to go hunting for her.


      We’re coming up on the last bend in the creek before we get a view of the valley. Storm’s Eye Ranch has now swelled to a hundred thousand acres, which makes the eyes of newcomers bug out until they find out the acreage belonging to some of the country’s largest ranches runs to nearly a million.


      Over forty years ago our grandfather correctly predicted a massive federal crackdown was on the horizon and decided the New York climate was no longer friendly. A lot of old Mafia families were left in the dustbin of history within a decade but our family pivoted. And we thrived.


      Although the ranch is not even close to our main income source, we’re bonded to this place. We always will be, in spite of everything that’s happened here.


      Or maybe because of it.


      There’s no shortage of wealthy hobbyists snatching up land for bragging rights but the ranch means something far deeper to us. This is a working cattle ranch in every sense and it will stay that way.


      The sight of home always hits me square in the chest. Perhaps if there’s such a thing as a soul, that’s where it’s kept. I’m frequently sent away on family business and every time I return, relief is the primary emotion. A sense of belonging that’s impossible to express in words.


      I feel it now as I scan the two long buildings where the horses are stabled. Then there’s the massive barn, the corrals, the shop building and the equipment shed. The colossal main house, known far and wide for its imposing size, was modeled after the Gilded Age tycoon mansions of old New York. In contrast, the modest dorm for the cowboys nearly blends into the scenery. The foreman’s cabin is hidden a quarter mile beyond the cowboy clubhouse.


      From this spot, no one can see the building half a mile away at the bottom of a shallow slope. The ranch staff know to keep their distance and pretend they see nothing. The men who come and go from that place are not in the cattle business. We only refer to it as ‘the barracks’.


      Overhead, heavy clouds skid across the sky and grow darker by the second. The south pasture is empty, the horses having all been moved inside. A spear of lightning flashes in the distance.


      Miguel Estrada, longtime ranch foreman, strolls out to meet us. “You made it back just in time. We’re minutes away from a thunderstorm.”


      A low growl from the sky confirms his forecast. I climb down from the saddle and he moves to take the reins.


      “I’m not too high and mighty to see to my own horse,” I tell him. “But thanks.”


      He flicks the brim of his cream-colored cowboy hat and jerks his head to the right. “Since your dad is waiting, you might want to reconsider.”


      I shift my eyes and see his point. My father stands on the front porch, barely under the overhang. He’s having a word with Sonny Vitale, his most dedicated Capo and our full time security manager. Sonny’s dark suit is comically ill-suited to the environment and he looks like a lost stockbroker but there’s nobody tougher than him. Their conversation wraps up and Sonny steps back, plants his shiny shoe in a mud puddle and curses before waddling away in the direction of the barracks.


      This time when Miguel reaches for the reins I hand them over. He whistles and two wiry flannel-clad ranch hands come trotting out to handle the rest of the horses.


      Miguel shifts the toothpick in his mouth. “By the way, we lost a wrangler yesterday. Just skipped out with no notice. Never liked him. And I’d take a bet that he’s the one who stole a money clip from Jed’s footlocker.”


      “Lesson learned,” I say, pretending this is news. “Next time we won’t be so careless when it comes to vetting our staff.”


      “Definitely,” Miguel deadpans, holding my eye, not fooled for a second. After twenty years among us, he’s seen plenty on this ranch. I doubt anything surprises him by now.


      Among my brothers, only Fort is annoyed to hand the horses over. He’d much rather linger in the stables than deal with our father’s scrutiny.


      Cassio Tempesta stays on the front porch, the tips of his black boots hanging over the edge of the top step. He waits until we are collected at his feet before speaking.


      “Did you boys have a nice overnight campout?” he says in a mild tone that any curious father might use. The question is addressed to us all but he looks to me when he expects an answer, as always.


      “We did,” I tell my father, matching his easy tone. “It was a nice bonding exercise.”


      The next crack of thunder is almost overhead and the rain is now spilling in sheets. But the four of us don’t make a move to take shelter until our father steps back.


      “All of you get cleaned up and pay your respects to your mother.” The hinges of the thick iron door groan when he pulls it open and motions for us to file inside. “Then come to the dining room for a meal. We need to have a talk.”
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      Ten minutes with soap and water is all it takes to erase the acrid stench of smoke and sins. There’s no better modern luxury than a hot shower following a long ride in the rain. My stomach, however, still has plenty of complaints.


      My father insists on formality at meal times. Seeing his four sons sitting around the table and looking respectable is one of the few things that make him happy so we don’t argue.


      Freshly shaved and towel dry, I tuck a navy blue button down shirt into wrinkle free black pants and run a comb through my hair before leaving the room. Enzo, the ranch chef, has been busy. The smell of baking bread and sausage is torture as I jog down the stairs. But I don’t shirk my obligation and my first stop is my father’s study.


      A two inch remnant of a recently smoked cigar lies in a horseshoe-shaped ashtray on my father’s broad desk, which is free of clutter. The broad bay window overlooks the corral and the big barn with the peaks of the distant Medicine Bow Mountains rounding out the view.


      Turning from the window, I face the huge stone fireplace, which is empty and cold today. Above the thick wood block mantle hangs my mother’s picture. The oil portrait of Teresa Castelli Tempesta was painted to be larger than life. Because it was commissioned after her death, the artist worked from her wedding photos.


      My smiling mother is immortalized as a serene princess. White dress aside, she probably looks much as she did when Cass Tempesta saw her for the first time the day he walked into her family’s restaurant. He happened to be in New York on business when he was invited to join a mobster poker game in the basement of Gino’s Pizzeria. She was working behind the counter. I’m not a believer in love at first sight, but I have no other way of explaining what happened next.


      Within weeks, they were married.


      Nine months after their wedding day, I was born.


      A whirlwind five years saw them welcome four sons, one right after the other.


      And then it all ended, in the most brutal way imaginable.


      Fort was still in diapers when our mother was taken from us. He has no memory of her.


      Getty was three at the time. He won’t answer questions about what he remembers.


      Tye, eleven months older than Getty, cannot tolerate the scent of lavender because it reminds him of her perfume and the only time anyone will see him tear up is if he hears the lyrics to That’s Amore. She’d sing it often while tucking us in for the night.


      As the eldest, I remember more about my mother than my three brothers put together. If I could give them some of those memories then I would. She laughed a lot. She danced with her husband even when there was no music. She loved flowers so much that my father built her a greenhouse and fresh flower arrangements were found in every room of the house.


      Sometimes my mind drags me back to my early years and I have trouble believing my father is the same man he used to be. As the head of a Mafia family, there’s no doubt he had ruthless qualities long before I was aware of them. But I’m haunted by the sound of him screaming and screaming until his voice was gone. The day my mother was killed, the light disappeared from his eyes, never to return.


      I’ve had too much time to observe the devastating aftermath of a love as intense as the one my parents shared. I’ll never be so obsessed with a woman that I risk the same fate.


      Companionship, on the other hand, is worth a hell of a lot. Sooner or later, I’ll be expected to marry and start working on the next generation of Tempesta heirs.


      But falling in love? Fuck no. Nothing but a ruinous gamble.


      If there’s one unbreakable rule on Storm’s Eye Ranch, it’s that Teresa must always be honored. I make the sign of the cross and gaze up at the portrait for a solemn moment before Getty walks in. We share a nod and I leave him alone to conduct his own private ritual with the ghost of our mother.


      Moving through the maze of dark hallways to the dining room is a journey I could take while blindfolded in pitch blackness. There’s no special reason why I should suddenly think of my cousins right now but my thoughts keep wandering.


      Every summer while we were growing up, the two sons of my mother’s only brother would visit from New York. No matter how much time they spent here they were forever in awe of the huge house, the vast ranch land, all of it. Sometimes I forget how overwhelming this place must seem to people who are used to life in cramped cities.


      To me, it’s just home. I’ve never lived anywhere else. I never plan to.


      The smell of food becomes overpowering when I’m within twenty feet of the dining room. Carmela Fiorello rounds the corner in a hurry and nearly drops a small glazed bowl filled with grated pecorino Romano cheese.


      “Easy.” I rescue the bowl when it wobbles in her knobby hands.


      “You tell your father the bread is coming,” she says, her old school Brooklyn accent intact. She winks. “You boys better have brought your appetites with you from the hills.”


      “There are two things you can count on around here,” I remind her. “Cold winters and our bottomless stomachs.”


      Carmela, affectionally nicknamed ‘Mel’ by us boys, laughs and fondly pats my arm before race walking away on her new mission. She refers to herself as the housekeeper. I’d say caretaker is more accurate. She passed the age of retirement a while ago. No one would dare mention this. The widow of one of my grandfather’s New York Capos from the old days, she arrived on the ranch the day of my mother’s funeral. She never intended to stay. But she found four small children in the care of a man who was too grief-stricken to feed himself. And with no one waiting on her back in New York, Mel found a new purpose.


      “What else am I gonna do with myself?” she used to say with a shrug. “You boys are my family. If I ever leave this ranch, it’ll be when I get carried out on a stretcher.”


      Fort is the only one of my brothers to beat me to the dining room. He and my father never have much to say to each other and they wait in silence. I set down the bowl of grated cheese and take my standard seat, to the right of my father’s chair at the head of the table.


      “There’s bread coming,” I say, though there’s already enough food on the table to feed every man on the property plus twenty of their friends. My stomach rumbles as I shake out a linen napkin and lay it on my lap.


      Table manners are a serious subject around here. No one eats a bite until every member of the family is seated.


      Rainwater streaks across the wall of windows. The flickering chandelier lights give the room a medieval castle vibe. Cass Tempesta checks his watch and his brow pleats with a frown.


      Getty strolls in here next. His wicked shit-eating grin always dissolves in our father’s presence. Sitting directly across from me, he asks a silent question with a raised eyebrow and I shrug.


      There’s a weighty feeling hanging in the air and I doubt it has anything to do with our overnight adventure. That business is done. Nobody needs to hear a play by play.


      But I can decipher my father’s moods better than anyone. When he drums his heavily ringed fingers on the table, there’s something significant on his mind.


      Mel drops off a basket of sliced crusty bread. Skulking into the room behind her with a platter of sausage and peppers is one of the regular soldiers on our security team. He keeps his head down, delivers the food, and scampers out.


      After pausing to survey us with an affectionate smile, Mel silently exits. She’s always welcome to eat with us if she wants to. She never does.


      Five silent minutes later, Tye is still missing. Not a shock. Punctuality is a mysterious concept to him. He probably got distracted while jerking off in the shower and then took a nap.


      Getty pushes his chair back. “Leave this to me. I’ll go hunt down that prick and drag him in here by the short hairs.”


      “Stay where you are, Gaetano,” my father warns. “That goes for the rest of you too.”


      Getty returns his chair to the table and exhales noisily. For once, he and I are on the same page. There are days when my father’s controlling rules really chafe on my fucking nerves. This could easily become one of those days.


      At last, footsteps shuffle in the hallway and Tye casually wanders in. He’s in the middle of fixing his untucked white shirt and water drips from his hair onto his collar. The scruff on his jaw means he either forgot to shave in the shower or he’s channeling his bearded hockey player days.


      But now that Tye has graced us with his presence and dropped into the chair next to mine, the feeding frenzy can begin. Getty’s eyes narrow in a death glare when I’m the first to seize the platter of sausage and peppers. It’s his favorite. Tough shit. It’s my favorite too.


      My brothers pile food on their plates like they’re prepping for hibernation. Not that I’m any better. But at least we take the time to cut our food and eat one bite at a time because, “Teresa’s boys will always be gentlemen.”


      Another of our father’s edicts.


      What a paradox.


      Raised to be cowboy Mafia aristocrats. We can ride from dusk till dawn and we’ve been taught to kill our enemies with no remorse. But hell will freeze over if we don’t use the proper fucking forks at dinner.


      This irony prompts me to snort right into my water glass. My father clears his throat and frowns in my direction. If there are antics afoot, my brothers are always responsible. I’m the son who keeps the crew in order, not the son who ignites a rebellion. It’s the burden and the curse of the firstborn.


      I set my water glass down and roll some strands of fettuccine around my fork. Outside, a flash of lightning is chased by a growl of thunder. A sudden outbreak of sharp pings on the roof can only be hail.


      My father’s chair creaks as he leans back and lets his eyes roam over each of us before speaking. “Junior Mancini wants to get married again.”


      Of all the events in the world that I sincerely don’t give a fuck about, this has to be near the top.


      Mancini runs his family out of Seattle. He’s vicious and not too bright but he’s never crossed us, or at least he’s never been caught. His port connections come in handy when we need someone to look the other way and ignore an incoming cargo shipment. But over the years we’ve done him so many favors by keeping his competition at bay that he’s securely under our thumb.


      “Who is he marrying?” I ask, not because I give a shit, but because the answer to this question must be the reason why we’re hearing about it.


      “He’s asked for permission to marry Cecilia Grimaldi.”


      My fork clatters to my plate. I sure as hell didn’t see that coming.


      There was a time when the Grimaldi family was the most powerful on the west coast. Now they’ve shriveled, their dominance reduced to a vague echo of what it once was. But they’re still part of the old guard and the name carries weight. Mancini can’t risk a rift with us so he’s stuck crawling on his knees and begging for approval.


      But no one sitting at this table can hear the Grimaldi name without thinking of a summer twilight that was abruptly fractured by rapid gunfire and blood. We never talk about that day. What jumps into my mind is the terrified face of a young girl who saw things no child should ever see.


      Mutual respect and a longstanding business relationship added our whole family to the guest list when Matthias, future heir to the Grimaldi family of San Francisco, married Daniela Cascione. The Casciones were based in Philly and the union was strategic, although the bride and groom really did appear to have fallen in love.


      The wedding between two high profile Mafia families was a target rich environment but a stretch of peaceful years had turned them complacent. Security was inadequate. By the time the alarm was raised over two incoming helicopters, the bullets were already flying.


      The toll was catastrophic. The fierce Benvolio Grimaldi, legendary scion of organized crime, lost all three of his sons. Several of his grandchildren as well. The Cascione family fared even worse. All but wiped out, even the bride.


      Not long after that, old man Grimaldi had a stroke. Piece by piece, his empire crumbled until not much remained except a decaying vineyard and partial control of the vital Northern California ports.


      I’m guessing this is why Mancini is pouncing on the Grimaldi girl. The old man can’t possibly live much longer. His grandsons will inherit what’s left of the family but the eldest, Matthias, vanished off the radar in recent years and the other two are fucking idiots.


      Personally, I don’t like the thought of Mancini getting his sticky fingers over so much west coast port traffic. He’s the type who will take a mile if given an inch so that inch needs to be withheld.


      As for the girl, that’s a puzzle. Cecilia can’t be more than twenty-five. Mancini is in his late forties and ugly as sin.


      “What’s Mancini holding over their heads to make that happen?” I ask.


      My father’s eyes spark with satisfaction that I’ve asked the correct question. “Three days ago the youngest Grimaldi boy had an argument with a Made man in Mancini’s crew. The Grimaldi kid was accused of cheating in a card game so he panicked, pulled a gun, and a wild shot clipped the artery of Mancini’s man, causing him to bleed out within a minute. Now the kid is on the run and Grimaldi is trying to earn a pass for his grandson.”


      “By sacrificing his granddaughter,” I finish.


      At least now I understand the situation. The jackass who put a bullet in Mancini’s guy is Gabriel Grimaldi, Cecilia’s twin. I remember him as a scrawny clinger, constantly trying to show off his silly magic tricks and always failing to fit in. He was a lousy sidekick for his brother Angelo and never seemed to catch on that he was the butt of a lot of jokes.


      My impression of Cecilia was brief. Her family called her Cici. She was quiet and well behaved and too young for me to notice much else.


      But I can’t ever forget the moment she froze with terror when the choppers came. Without a second thought, I tackled her to the ground and shielded her until the gunfire stopped.


      In the aftermath, she turned her head and saw her parents lying among the carnage. A flashback of her agonized face still has the power to twist a knot in my chest.


      Over the years I’ve had random nightmares that I didn’t get to her in time, that she panicked and ran toward danger before I could protect her. I always wake up feeling sick.


      “After their parents died, Cecilia and the boys were taken in by their grandfather,” my father says. “But she’s been allowed to live on her own for a while. She went to college in Arizona and stayed there. She steers clear of the family business and uses a different last name.” He waits for this information to sink in before continuing. “It’s my understanding she hasn’t yet been informed of her brother’s predicament. Or of the deal to save him.”


      “So what if she doesn’t feel like get married?” Tye asks.


      “Then her twin brother is living on borrowed time,” I explain. “She has almost no family left. She’ll do whatever it takes to avoid losing him.”


      I haven’t laid eyes on this girl in twelve years. She’s a total stranger. But I held her in the worst moment of her life. And I understand the personal toll taken by a loss that profound.


      If any of my brothers are ever threatened, I’ll do what’s necessary to keep the executioner away. In my case, that would mean piling up a body count until every threat is eliminated.


      Cecilia doesn’t have that option. Protecting her brother will mean marrying a detestable pig.


      Outrage sticks in my throat. I’m still distracted when my father reaches into his pocket.


      “I’m going to break a rule right now. We won’t be making it a habit.” He pulls out his phone, which is typically forbidden at the table, and starts scrolling. “I’ve already checked into Cecilia. She lives alone, keeps to herself. She doesn’t go out often. A childhood horseback riding accident doesn’t seem to affect her much and her medical records all show a clean bill of health. She’s just a law abiding civilian who stays under the radar and works as an accountant for a local construction company.”


      That’s quite a detailed report. My father’s motives are often a mystery, even to me. It’s clear he didn’t just start keeping an eye on Cecilia this week.


      He slides the phone over until it’s two inches from my plate. I’m curious enough to snatch it up and take a look.


      Once I start looking, I don’t know how to look away.


      While we’ve been discussing Cecilia Grimaldi, I kept picturing the girl she used to be. That image is now smashed to smithereens as I get my first glimpse of the woman she’s become.


      Her waves of thick reddish brown hair are the same but everything else about her has changed. The photo was taken from the other side of an urban street where she sits alone at a small table outside a café. The youthful roundness in her face has been honed to sculpted perfection. The word ‘pretty’ is deeply inadequate. She’d turn my head anytime, anywhere. She bears little resemblance to the girl I met twelve years ago and yet when I look at her, a powerful sense of recognition strikes.


      A hardcover book is open on the table and Cecilia writes on a page with a silver pen. She’s engrossed in her task, taking no notice of the busy setting as her free hand plays with a section of her long hair. She’s probably dressed for her office job, all covered up in a dress that’s somewhere between red and pink beneath a buttoned white sweater. Her legs, crossed at the ankle beneath the table, are hidden under tights that match her dress color.


      Pinching my fingers on the screen, I zoom in to study her more closely. No matter how many layers she wears, Cecilia’s got a body that doesn’t fucking quit. Her full breasts stretch that dainty sweater out of shape and I can see enough to imagine there’s a lot more fun concealed under all that fabric.


      These days I’m so deprived that my cock doesn’t need much inspiration to jerk awake. When I look at this girl, I can imagine running my thumb over her full lower lip. I’d pierce her concentration by pushing her primly locked knees apart. Those tights would get ripped to strings before I hike that dress up over her hips. I’d destroy every little pearl-shaped sweater button and take everything I want.


      But the longer I stare, the more I realize my reaction to Cecilia isn’t merely physical.


      Of course I’d love to fuck her. Who wouldn’t?


      This image of her sitting there alone, scribbling in a book with an untouched croissant sitting on the table stirs my emotions in a weird way. All around her, the tables are full. She’s oblivious to everyone, including the photographer secretly snapping her photo. I’d give a lot to know whether she’s lonely, if she’s content to shut out the world or if she’s secretly wishing for some excitement.


      Whatever happens next, Junior Mancini sure as shit isn’t getting within a thousand miles of this girl. The very idea of his grubby fat fingers defiling Cecilia’s body makes my blood turn hot and my fists tighten.


      Tye bumps my shoulder and hovers. He gives Cecilia’s photo a grunt of admiration.


      “Absolutely fucking would,” he declares and then returns to shoveling food into his greedy mouth.


      Getty bangs on the table. “You’re hogging the view. Hand it over, Jul.”


      Like hell I will. He can wait. I’m not finished with my appraisal.


      But now that the dining room rules are out the window for today, my little brother has decided to push his luck. Getty lunges across the table, trying to snatch the phone out of my hand.


      All he succeeds in doing is knocking over a water pitcher. He is always the last of my brothers to learn he’ll never get the better of me.


      Chaos erupts. Fort isn’t too pleased about the cascade of ice water that just landed in his lap. In a rare flash of temper, he responds by knocking Getty’s chair over. Getty, sprawled on the ground, kicks Fort in the shin with the heel of his boot.


      “Fucker,” Fort growls and dumps the bowl of grated cheese on Getty’s head.


      Getty’s face reddens with rage. He looks like he got caught in a snowstorm. He’ll smell like cheese for a fucking week. Wait till Mel sees what’s become of the pricey shit she has to order from New York.


      Meanwhile, my father’s expression constricts with disgust, expecting me to monitor the pack while Tye cackles like a demented carnival clown.


      “Asshole.” Getty gives Fort another kick.


      Fort grimaces and stomps on Getty’s knee.


      “What the FUCK?” Getty seethes.  “Did you wake up this morning with a death wish?”


      The guard who was in here dropping off food earlier pokes his head into the room, blinks, and instantly retreats. Good thinking.


      “HEY!” I smack the table before blood is drawn. “Knock it off. Save the fight for the rest of the world. It’s over. Sit down, both of you.”


      Fort settles down first and accepts the extra napkin I toss at him to mop up the water on his pants.


      Tye quits laughing and reaches for the platter of sausage and peppers. “I’ll just do everyone a favor and finish this off.”


      Getty finds dignity tough to come by while there’s tiny flecks of cheese sprinkled in his hair. He plunks down in his chair and continues to look homicidal.


      I send him a peace offering by handing the phone over. He glares, grumpy as a rabid dog, but he still takes a look.


      “Damn.” He releases a low whistle and holds the screen closer to his face. “The skinny little Grimaldi girl had some kind of fucking glow up.”


      Fort gets curious enough to risk his life by leaning into Getty’s space so he can see Cecilia Grimaldi for himself. Lucky for him, Getty is too preoccupied to notice.


      A slow grin spreads across Fort’s face. “If she needs a place to sleep, I can sacrifice some room in my bed.”


      Now that my brothers are all drooling over Cecilia, jealousy squeezes my chest. You’d think no one but me has the right to have dirty thoughts about some girl I haven’t seen in twelve years.


      I’m still stewing over this inner drama when I notice that my father is watching me. His anger over the dining room scuffle has already faded. Now he’s simply thoughtful. I wonder if he’ll notice that I’ve already air dropped Cecilia’s photo to my phone, just in case I need to refer back to it again later.


      “Mancini is waiting on my answer,” he says. “Care to weigh in?”


      “The answer is a hard no,” I say. “I’ve got a much better idea how to solve the Grimaldis’ problem.”


      My father, without a trace of surprise, nods. “I thought you might.”
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      My car’s check engine light just blinked on, I was fired an hour ago, and the only living creature awaiting my homecoming is the sullen cat I’ve recently adopted.


      Happy Birthday to ME!


      At least I’ll be eating cupcakes for dinner. This isn’t much of a consolation but when you’re grasping at straws, you’ll take what you can get.


      Tomorrow’s chore is to figure out how to stretch my meager savings and dive into job hunting. Tonight my plan is to binge on buttercream frosting and cry over the Keira Knightly film version of Pride and Prejudice.


      “You weren’t fired.” Alice, often an excessive optimist, points this out via speaker phone while I inch through freeway traffic. “There’s no shame in being laid off.”


      “A technicality. Still jobless.” A pickup truck comes to a hard stop in front of me and I slam on the brake pedal.


      “I’m really sorry, sweetie. But it’s not like they singled you out. Didn’t you say half the office staff was laid off?” She uses a tone of gentle patience that’s likely effective on her students. If only I was a fifth grader.


      “Closer to two thirds,” I admit, feeling a pang for my former colleagues, many of whom have more dependents than a cranky cat. “The cost of labor and raw materials rose too fast and eviscerated the budgets. Every project for the past eighteen months ended up deep in the red. I bet they won’t be able to make payroll by the end of the summer.”


      “I don’t speak spreadsheet,” Alice says. “But that sounds terrible. I know this feels like a setback right now but there’s got to be a silver lining in there somewhere.”


      My best friend could find a bright side in salmonella poisoning. But she might be on the right track. That job sucked. The pay was nothing and the building was in a bad neighborhood. After three years of loyal service in the accounting department, I was passed over for a promotion and the company owner thought my name was Belinda.


      What I need is a new life plan. I’ve been stagnant for too long. Before I start tinkering with my resumé I’ll spend some quality time with my bullet journal and manifest a new strategy. There’s a lot to be said for scratching your thoughts onto paper with neat, careful lettering. Tapping on a keyboard will never be as satisfying.


      “You know what?” Alice says. “The second I finish grading these papers I’m changing out of my yoga pants and coming to your rescue.”


      “Don’t do that. You’re all the way out in Buckeye now. And we already made plans this weekend.”


      “Saving you from today’s birthday fiasco feels more dire. We’ll go to that western bar in Scottsdale and follow fake cowboys around. You need an uninhibited night out.”


      Okay, optimism is one thing but now she’s just having a fantasy.


      ‘Uninhibited’ and me are two things that mesh as well as ketchup and waffles. My firm two drink limit means I’ve never even been truly drunk. During an argument, a former boyfriend accused me of following an itinerary for everything, sex included, which is absurd.


      All I did was create a prospective intimacy timeline. Is it a crime to be prepared? The modern era is awfully busy. But NOOOO. I’m the monster for setting sensible goals and trying to follow through with them.


      “Save the fake cowboys for some other time,” I tell Alice. “One of us still has a job and this is a school night for you.”


      “I can power through with no sleep,” she insists.


      “That sounds like a bad idea.”


      “It’s nothing an extra cup of coffee in the morning can’t handle.”


      I clamp my lips together. If I don’t, I’ll laugh.


      Alice Dreyfus was my college roommate and she’s an adorable sweetheart nearly a hundred percent of the time. But her slightly depraved side tends to surface when she doesn’t get her beauty sleep.


      Our second year at Arizona State we lived next door to a pair of rowdy soccer players. The first time they blasted party music all night and kept Alice awake until dawn, she covered their door with thick duct tape. The second time, she enlisted my help in wrapping their pickup trucks with tinfoil. The third time, irate that they were failing to get the message, she broke into their room while they were in class and sprayed whipped cream all over their beds.


      After that, they relocated to a different wing of the building to escape from Alice’s wrath.


      While I’d love her company, I can’t handle the responsibility of inflicting a sleep-deprived Alice on a classroom filled with innocent ten year olds.


      “Count me in for a raincheck,” I tell her. “Getting fired is exhausting. All I have the energy to do is eat sugar and cuddle my cat.”


      “When did the cat become cuddly?”


      “Hoping for a birthday miracle.” Traffic starts moving and I coast forward. “I’m fine. I swear.”


      “All right,” she says with reluctance. “Let me know if you change your mind.” A long pause follows. “Um, have you heard from your family today?”


      My stomach curdles at the question.


      I’ve been going by the name Cecilia Leone since I left for college seven years ago. Sharing my real name is risky. Alice can be trusted with my secrets but no one else. Even my short-lived romantic relationships always started with deception. Maybe that’s one reason they never lasted.


      After all, when you can’t admit who you really are, what chance is there for a future?


      “I’ll call Gabe when I get home,” I say, ignoring the stab of hurt. So far today, my twin brother has failed to answer any of my texts.


      I won’t bother expecting to hear from anyone else. Given the nature of my surviving family members, that’s for the best. The fewer reminders they have of my existence, the more likely they are to let me keep my freedom.


      Alice won’t allow the call to end until she belts out a highly enthusiastic and extremely off key version of Happy Birthday.


      “Sending you invisible birthday hugs,” she says after the last note. “Welcome to the quarter of a century club.  Hard to believe we’ve lived this long, isn’t it?”


      Alice is a saint for trying to cheer me up so I’m glad she can’t see when I flinch.


      The sudden dread threatening to swallow me is nothing new. Each time I hit a new milestone, the feeling repeats and I’m consumed with fresh grief over the loss of my parents. I wonder where I’d be if that day of carnage hadn’t happened. Probably not jobless and forlorn in a city far from any family with only one real friend.


      Birthdays were always a big deal when I was a child. There were rooms filled with colorful helium balloons and chocolate chip pancakes for breakfast and enormous family dinners. For me and Gabe, there were always two customized birthday cakes so we could both feel special.


      “Make a wish, Cici. Blow out your candles and all your dreams will come true.”


      Twelve years have gone by since I last heard my parents’ voices and I’m still caught off guard when it hits me that I’ll never hear them again.


      “Cecilia?” Alice’s concern bleeds through the connection when I’m quiet for too long.


      I had closed my eyes for a moment and now I open them to see the freeway traffic loosening up.  “I’m here. I think I found the silver lining. No need to battle the Phoenix rush hour until I find a job.”


      “That’s the spirit. Call me later if you want to talk. Love you and Happy Birthday.”


      “Love you too.”


      A dull ache won’t leave my chest as I steer the rest of the way on autopilot. At the red light on the freeway exit ramp, I catch myself absently rubbing the scratchy rayon skirt fabric covering a knot of faded scar tissue below my left knee. The habit is so old that I don’t even realize I’m doing it half the time.


      Those long ago days in the hospital felt endless. Even after the worst had passed and the doctors thought they could save my leg, Gabriel wouldn’t leave me. The hospital staff took pity and brought an extra cot into the room.


      I was told that Gabe frantically ran out of the school’s computer lab before anyone had even told him about my accident. I’m sure he felt the same sudden inexplicable panic that struck me two years earlier when he nearly drowned in a riptide while attempting to surf. Like a slice of my soul was threatening to disconnect.


      My twin and I haven’t been close like that in a very long time. With our parents gone, we were sent to separate boarding schools. And when we turned eighteen, our choices diverged permanently.


      Perhaps I should be grateful that in the secretive, violent world of the Mafia, daughters aren’t as highly prized. Otherwise, I would not have been allowed to leave.


      As the light flicks to green, I conduct a quick phone check. No new calls or messages. Despite a wave of disappointment, I’m sure Gabe won’t forget to call. There are two cupcakes in the ribboned bakery box on the seat beside me. I’ll stick a candle in each for our birthday. When you’ve entered the world as part of a matched set, it’s second nature to think in terms of pairs.


      My apartment is located too close to ASU to be peaceful. With my lease up this summer, I’ve been researching condos. No home has felt meaningful since my parents were killed. Maybe a place of my very own, that I could paint and decorate as I please, would feel different.


      Too bad this whole plan has just gone up in smoke. Nobody gives a mortgage to an applicant receiving unemployment checks.


      As a final cherry on top of this shitty day, a rented black Porsche is sitting in my assigned parking place. I’m forced to circle around the complex until finally finding an open spot by the pool.


      There’s a couple in the water. His muscled arms are wrapped around her and they are kissing deeply, soulfully. A stab of envy is unavoidable. There’s no one waiting for me at home except a hostile cat. I can only fantasize about falling into strong arms while crying, “I had the shittiest day!” and then cuddling on the couch with cartons of impulsively ordered takeout food before being carried off to bed.


      Instead, I’ve been dateless for two years. Sex is a vague, puzzling memory. And I’m not only unemployed but all this relentless desert sun reminds me that a brutal summer is on the way.


      I feel the sweat sticking to the back of my neck as I juggle my purse, my water tumbler, my work tote and a cupcake box on the walk to my building.


      Two girls sit on the stucco balcony railing one floor above my apartment. One girl swings her bare leg over the edge and there’s a blend of music and loud voices coming from inside. I wonder if any of them belong to the Porsche that stole my parking spot.


      Normally such a minor issue wouldn’t make me feel so annoyed but this has been a rough day. I’m about one inconvenience away from going full Dark Alice and weaponizing a roll of tinfoil.


      The door to my ground floor apartment opens too easily but this doesn’t really register right away. I’ve already stepped inside before I see the man sitting in the kitchen nook.


      He’s silhouetted in the light seeping in through the slatted window blinds and I’m too shocked to scream. The cupcake box falls out of my hand.


      People tend to believe they’ll have a surge of superhero bravery when faced with danger. I know all too well it doesn’t work that way.


      But then I blink and a weight is lifted. I feel a smile lighting up my face.


      My brother picked the perfect time for a surprise visit. We haven’t celebrated our birthday together in ages.


      “Gabriel,” I squeal, ready to run to him for a hug.


      “Nope.” He stands up and he’s not my twin. In the shadows, Gabe and Angelo happen to look a lot alike.


      “What the hell are you doing here?” My smile has already been replaced with a scowl and I cross my arms.


      Angelo switches on the kitchen light. “Don’t hurt yourself with that warm welcome.” He and Gabriel both have the same wavy dark brown hair and wiry build. Only our eldest brother Matthias inherited our father’s athletic height and broad shoulders.


      There’s a bruise under Angelo’s right eye. No surprise. If there’s a fight happening within ten miles of his vicinity, Angelo will find it and dive right in. His black leather jacket isn’t appropriate for the desert in late spring. He’s wearing it for another reason, probably to conceal a gun.


      I can’t remember the last time I saw Angelo. We don’t keep in touch. He was a violent kid. He’s grown into a far more violent man. Angelo has never dared to lay a hand on me but being in the same room with him still makes my skin crawl and I take an instinctive step backwards.


      He notices and snorts with amusement. “What the hell are you so nervous about? If I was here to take you out then your brains would already be painting the wall.”


      My heart hammers and my legs feel rickety but I try to look casual as I bend down and pick up the cupcake box. Angelo’s eyes follow me while I unload all my baggage on the breakfast bar.


      “It was nice of you to stop by just to terrorize me, Angelo, but this needs to be a short visit. I have plans.”


      Angelo moves closer, his eyes still fastened to me. I resist the urge to bolt for the front door.


      A long, extremely uncomfortable moment passes before he starts chuckling.


      “You don’t have fucking plans,” he scoffs. He pries open the bakery box without permission and flips the lid.


      I watch as he extracts a red velvet cupcake. “Of course I have plans. It’s my birthday. My boyfriend will be here any minute.”


      Angelo takes a large bite. “You don’t have a fucking boyfriend either.” He chews, swallows, and grimaces. “This tastes like stale cunt.” He fires the cupcake into the trashcan.


      And here I thought he’d achieved maximum asshole status years ago.


      Nope. Apparently there was room left to grow.


      Also, I bet that stupid rental Porsche is his. It’s just like him to be flashy with zero manners.


      With a sniff, I hold my head up. “I don’t remember updating you on my social life. And now that you’re finished vandalizing my dinner it’s time for you to leave. Like I said, I have plans.”


      Angelo rolls his eyes and drags out a counter stool, taking a seat and surveying me coldly. “Who do you think you’re kidding? You haven’t had a boyfriend in something like two years, not since that cheesedick from Boston got the memo he’d live longer if he scampered back to the east coast and lost your number.”


      My mouth falls open and blood roars between my ears. Words all melt together as I struggle to absorb what this means.


      Brecken Doyle was a guy I originally met in an Intro to Finance class. We were casual friends for a couple of years before any romance happened and after three months of exclusive dating I hoped we might be headed for something long term. For weeks I’d been listing the pros and cons of telling him about the whole ugly history of my family.


      But then Brecken basically ghosted me. He returned to his hometown outside Boston and changed all his contact information. He even ran out on his lease, leaving his roommate high and dry.


      Alice, outraged on my behalf, offered to fly to Boston and give Brecken what she ominously referred to as ‘The Treatment’.


      “It’s not you,” she assured me over and over while I blubbered on her sofa with a melting container of cherry vanilla ice cream. “It’s him.”


      Wrong. Turns out it wasn’t him.


      But it wasn’t exactly me either.


      I give Angelo my most contemptuous glare. “Just how long have you been spying on me and interfering in my love life? Am I allowed to date anyone without your approval?”


      He snorts out more laughter, rocking back and forth. “Like there’s been a parade of admirers breaking down your door. Fuck, are you stupid? Did you really think Grandfather wouldn’t keep an eye on you?”


      If I was braver, if I was Alice, I might snatch my half full metal water bottle and fire it at Angelo’s head in a fit of rage.


      Every one of my fleeting relationships skates through my mind. It doesn’t take long.


      The engineering major who decided to transfer to a school in Alaska.


      The bartender who was working his way through law school but then very abruptly opted to go backpacking across Europe, never to return.


      And then poor hapless Brecken, who fled to Boston, presumably under threat of physical dismemberment.


      Were they all chased away? Paid off? Threatened?


      Probably.


      While I’m fretting over the pathetic tatters of my love life, my eyes land on a small ceramic dish on the floor.


      “Where is Louisa?” I ask.


      Angelo’s eyes narrow and he reaches into his jacket to grab his gun. “Who the fuck is Louisa?”


      “My cat, you idiot.” I drop to the floor and start looking under the furniture. “Tell me you didn’t leave the door open after you broke in.”


      “Jesus. A damn cat.” Angelo stops grabbing for his gun and helps himself to the second cupcake in the box. That one is strawberry flavored with buttercream frosting and I was really looking forward to eating it.


      But yelling at Angelo is a waste of time. Anyway, I’ve got bigger problems and I’m no longer in a cupcake-eating mood.


      After a frantic ten second search, a reassuring hiss of fury comes from beneath the living room end table. Angry green eyes peer out from a ball of fluffy grey fur. A follow up hiss warns that she’ll declare war if I reach out my hand.


      Satisfied that Louisa is safe, I climb to my feet and face my brother once more. He’s busy pigging out on my last cupcake. There’s pink frosting on his chin.


      “Why are you really here?” I ask him.


      He wipes the frosting away with the back of his hand and flings open the door of the fridge. “Figures there’s no fucking alcohol. Don’t know how you cope with this shitty existence without getting piss drunk every night.”


      “Angelo! Just pretend you’re a normal person for a minute and answer my question.”


      He shuts the fridge and gazes at me without a shred of compassion. Only boredom tinged with annoyance. “We’re not normal people. We’re the fucking Grimaldis.”


      Every muscle goes rigid. Instant fear burns through my blood. Even if Angelo happened to be in the Phoenix area, he wouldn’t bother to visit.


      No, he was sent here for a specific purpose. One that is too complicated to be handled with a phone call.


      My grandfather is pushing eighty and has already suffered two strokes. I won’t dance with joy if his health has taken a turn for the worse but I won’t shed tears either. He never showed me a trace of love.


      “Is Grandfather sick? Is Matthias on the run again?”


      Angelo sighs and looks troubled for the first time. “The old man will probably outlive us all. And I have no clue what’s up with Matthias.”


      I’m terrified to ask the next question. But if any harm had come to Gabe then I’d surely know. I’d feel it in my bones. Part of me would have died too.


      “And Gabriel?” I ask, barely above a whisper.


      He heaves another sigh and rakes a hand through his hair. “Look, I didn’t make this fucking mess. I’m just here to give you the terms to clean it up.”


      “WHAT mess? Where is Gabe?”


      Angelo’s bloodshot eyes keep shifting. “He’s laying low. He’s in San Diego and he’s safe. For now.”


      For now???


      Whatever that means, it isn’t good.


      My mouth goes dry and all the air leaves my lungs. “I need to talk to him.”


      Angelo reaches into his back pocket. Gabe hasn’t answered any of my messages lately so I’m a little surprised when he seems to pick up a call from Angelo on the first ring.


      “Hey. Our sister wants proof of life.” Angelo passes the phone over and waits with obvious irritation.


      I’m shaking as I whisper my twin’s name into the phone. “Gabe?”


      “Cici.” He sounds terrible. Frightened. Exhausted.


      Memories flood back at the sound of my childhood nickname. No one except Gabe calls me that anymore. I don’t let them.


      Tears sting my eyes but I exhale with relief that he’s in one piece. Anything else I can handle. “Are you all right?”


      “No,” he says. He coughs and gasps out a sob. “Cici, I’m in really deep fucking shit.”
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