
        
            
                
            
        

    
CAPTURED INNOCENCE
[image: ]


VINCENT VALENTEAN



CONTENTS


Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30
Chapter 31

Chapter 32
Chapter 33
Epilogue



1
[image: ]


In the stillness of the night, a black SUV, utterly unremarkable in every way, crept slowly up a long, winding driveway, carrying within its driver’s seat a living shadow. Like most shadows, it was comfortable in the dark, and like most shadows, it fed off the light.

It was only because of the light that the shadow was able to exist at all. Even on the brightest day, when one had to shield their eyes from the radiant glare of the afternoon sun, the shadow was able to inject just a little darkness into the world. It understood that darkness was what kept the world going. Darkness was the universe in its natural state.

But this shadow was not like others, creating dark reflections of a singular person or object. This shadow controlled an army of shadows. This shadow was the darkness that enveloped all other darkness and distributed it fairly.

The shadow understood the concept of balance, the yin and yang that governed the entire world in a way that governments might only dream of. And it knew that should its army of shadows continue to grow at an exponential rate, utterly unchecked, they would ultimately snuff out the light and create a dark dystopia from which there would be no escape.

The world of light needed shadows, needed darkness to survive. This was partly because shadows could accomplish monumental feats that the world of light spat upon. But also, the world of light needed shadows because the dark just honestly made things a little more fun.

The world of light, with all its rules, all its laws, trampled upon what the shadow had always viewed as true freedom. The freedom of choice. While it was all well and good to spout off about concepts like freedom when one was not free to indulge in their more destructive hobbies, one could never actually taste what freedom truly meant.

And that was where the shadow came in. The shadow gave them their vices, like gambling, prostitution, weapons—things the world of light frowned upon.

The shadow offered a choice, and so the shadow offered freedom.

But the shadow also needed the light. For it was not possible for permanent darkness to go on unchecked. That would be chaos, anarchy, the fall of society as we knew it. That was not what the shadow sought.

Freedom, not oppression.

This was a value the shadow held dear. However, it was not a value shared by those who ruled the world of light.

The shadow required fear to operate efficiently. It was natural to feel safe in the light but fear the darkness. For the darkness contained hidden dangers that might spring out at any moment. At the same time, this was what made the darkness so enticing to so many. That shiver of fear, that knowledge that one engaged in forbidden deeds, was titillating and allowed the denizens of light to sink into the depths and roll around in the mud before returning to the doldrums of their everyday lives. But still, they were afraid. Afraid of what might happen should they dive too deep and afraid of what monsters might come after them should they step out of line.

The shadow needed that fear. It needed to be feared. It needed those who lived in the light to fear it specifically. That was how it remained so effective, so efficient. It was how the shadow allowed the denizens of light to experience the darkness without diving into chaos.

The shadow created its own laws, its own justice. It believed itself fair in that regard. But it was also firm in its convictions. There were many who cursed the shadow, many who held grudges that were not altogether unjustified.

In the service of true freedom, the shadow had been forced to do many terrible things. Dozens, if not hundreds, of people would never again return to the world of light because of the shadow’s direct actions. But everything it had ever done or would ever do felt justified in some sense.

The shadow sought freedom, not simply because it was right. It didn’t spread its dark tendrils through the city solely to spread benevolence.

The shadow was also seeking freedom for itself, and it had achieved that many times over.

For the shadow, freedom meant respect. It meant wealth, and it meant comfort. But above all else, it meant all those things for itself and the precious few beings in this world that it valued.

With that ultimate goal always at the forefront of its mind, the shadow was able to justify any terrible thing it had done, any monumental loss it had inflicted upon another. It was all done in the service of freedom.

In the service of fear.

Without fear, vice would spread unopposed, and chaos would reign. Without fear, the shadow would have no power over the world of light. Without fear of the dark, the shadow would cease to exist.

Without that powerful fear, those who dove into his world and reveled in the freedom he offered would come to understand that there was no shadow. There was no darkness. There was no otherworldly force of terrifying power mere seconds away from snuffing their personal light from existence.

In place of that shadow, there was only a man. One man among many. A man of conviction, to be sure. A man of great physical stature and strength, of that, there could be no doubt. But simply a man of flesh and blood. A man who could be bruised, a man who could bleed, a man who could be captured, judged, and imprisoned like any other.

The shadow inspired fear by creating a mask of fearlessness. But, like all masks, it was purely artificial. The shadow carried great fear within itself. Fear that someday, the masses would come to see the man who dwelled within the darkness for what he truly was.

Through its long, storied, and bloody career, the shadow had amassed great things for itself. But those luxuries were also at the very heart of its fear. The dread that ate away at what was left of its human soul was that its ultimate exposure would lead to losing everything it had sacrificed so much to gain.

Inside the vehicle, the shadow sat within a shroud of darkness. Its stony face and strong jaw were illuminated only by the light gently emanating from the dashboard. A curving wall of soft leather embraced its stocky body, stretching around its broad shoulders and rising to hug its boxy hips.

It leaned back into the chair, seat pushed back so its legs could extend straight out toward the accelerator and brake. The backrest was kept at an obtuse angle, allowing the shadow to lounge as it operated the vehicle. It leaned so far back that it almost appeared as though it were stretching away from the lone light source. But that wasn’t true at all. The shadow never feared the light. It simply enjoyed comfort. That meant maintaining a relaxed posture while driving and keeping one hand casually against the steering wheel, gripping it with only a thumb and forefinger.

As the car continued, the shadow kept its eyes locked on the destination before it. In the complete solitude of the vehicle, it reflected on the night that was while thinking ahead to the night that was still to be.

It had been an all too eventful evening, which wasn’t abnormal in its line of work. Just another degenerate gambler welching on a bet and attempting to draw out the payment process. They would do anything if only to buy a few more months, a few more weeks, a few more days, a few more hours, even.

The shadow had been uncharacteristically lenient with this one. They had long since passed the point where he might have ended a business relationship with another. Perhaps it was because the shadow was growing older. Perhaps it was because, in what felt like another life, this man had been the shadow’s friend. It might’ve been because, at one time, the shadow might have even called him brother.

When it thought of this man, this degenerate gambler who had essentially stolen from it, all the shadow could see was a towheaded boy running over a hill on a grassy field, baseball mitt in hand. At that time, the shadow, only a boy itself, held a bat and waved happily as its friend and playmate arrived.

Tonight, the shadow held a bat once again in front of this boy, who was now a balding, kneeling, weeping mess of a man. There were no longer any smiles, blue skies, or green fields. Only the dark-gray industrial finality of an empty warehouse.

“Hey, ready to get this game going?” the boy had called out to him so many years ago.

“Come on, man, it’s me. You know I’m good for it. You know I’m good for it,” the pathetic man had said to him tonight over and over again.

“Hell yeah,” the shadow had said as a boy, smiling through missing teeth as he held the bat up over his head. “But you better bring the heat this time!”

“Do I?” the shadow asked just this evening. “Is that really something I know, Ricky?” This time, it was Ricky who was missing teeth. But unlike the gaps in the shadow’s boyhood smile, this was not temporary. “What I do know is that a degenerate fucking gambler thinks he can play on old connections to get away with whatever the fuck he wants. He seems to think I’m some kind of asshole. Maybe he thinks I’m washed up. That I’ll go soft in my old age? Or maybe he just thinks he’s special?”

Ricky’s eyes moved away from the shadow’s face, and the shadow knew he could see the promise of hell deep within the eyes he once knew as a boy, and it terrified him.

“No, I… I don’t think I’m special… Honestly!” the doomed man stammered, realizing that, much like on the night of his ill-fated bet, his luck had run out. “I almost have it! I almost got it all together! I pulled together everything I have, even some stuff that I don’t have… I emptied out my kids’ college fund!”

The shadow made a derisive face and clenched its fingers into powerful fists that ground back and forth against the handle of the bat. It knew this tactic well. Ricky had tried to use it in the past. He was attempting to elicit pity. To move the conversation back in his favor by playing on what he knew of the shadow’s morals and sensibilities.

“Still trying to play me, you, sorry fuck,” the shadow said, smiling now without a hint of amusement on its face. “You think I’m some schmuck you can con into feeling sorry for you? You goddamn leech. That’s your fucking problem. All your life, you’ve just been latching onto people by making them pity you. I should hate you for that. But honestly, right now, I’m just feeling grateful.”

The shadow noted confusion on the faces of the other men in the room. The other shadows it controlled. In the face of his former friend, the shadow saw a blossoming hope. This man actually thought he was about to walk away scot-free. That he still had a chance at bringing the shadow over to his side.

“You are?” Ricky said, almost choking on his relief.

“I am,” the shadow said with a slow nod. “I’m grateful because if there was any part of me that felt any guilt whatsoever about doing what I’m about to do to you, it just flew out the fucking window.”

After that, the shadow did what it did best. It created consequences for those who pushed back against its darkness and expected to come out clean on the other side.

As it brought the bat down hard against the screaming face of a man it once had called brother, the shadow entered what it often referred to as battle sleep. It was a state of disconnect when rage-soaked blood flowed through its corporeal veins and the heat of anger spread along its face. The shadow would become detached from reality, its body moving, seemingly on its own, pulling from instinct generated over thousands of violent encounters stretching decades into the past.

It was in those moments that the shadow was able to immerse itself fully in the darkness. As though the part of the shadow, which still contained hints of mercy and benevolent kindness, broke off and floated above the scene, leaving only a conduit for violence, depravity, and sadism below to perform the work that must be done.

Of course, nothing of the sort ever actually happened. Deep down, the shadow always knew that every action it took, whether benevolent or downright evil, had been taken by every ounce of his being. It was sometimes all too easy to imagine that someone else was performing those actions. But those were the dreams of a desperate mind. Whatever the shadow’s body did during its battle sleep was done with the full cooperation and consent of its mind and what remained of its heart.

A being that occupied the station in life that the shadow had risen to no longer had to carry out such vulgar, dirty work. However, that was something the shadow still needed to do occasionally. It was a risk, to be sure, but the shadow believed it had to lead by example.

That was one of the reasons it was so effective at its job. The shadow often considered great bosses, great dons of the past. They would hide themselves away in an ivory tower until they completely forgot what it was like to be down on the street level. Their hands would grow soft, their arms and backs weak. They became separated from the men they commanded and, in doing so, lost their respect.

Whenever the shadow accompanied its men, it could tell they walked with a new purpose. Its presence galvanized them and hardened their loyalty. They performed better because they were being watched by the sharpest eye in the New Jersey organized crime universe.

The shadow had brought down its wrath on that night, had passed judgment, and swung the proverbial sword as it should. But the night was not over yet. The shadow had one last task it had to accomplish before it could rest. Bringing the vehicle to a stop, the shadow shifted into park and killed the engine. Now, the light that had been casually illuminating its face died and plunged the shadow into a blackened void.

It reached over into the passenger’s seat and wrapped its massive hand around a box. That box contained an item of great value, an item the shadow had gone to great lengths to procure for this night and this night alone.

The shadow unfastened its seatbelt, placing the box under its arm as it pushed the car door open and stepped out onto the pavement. It stood in the center of a long, expansive driveway that curved down away from a large white mansion. The opulent home sat still and dark in the dead of night.

Taking a breath to steady itself, the shadow slowly approached the front door, reaching out a hand to test the knob. It was locked. Smiling to itself, the shadow procured from his pocket a key and inserted it into the lock. It offered no resistance, as the metal bolt that kept the home sealed away from intruders slid to the right and granted him access.

Trying to move as silently as a creature of its size could, the shadow crept inside slowly, closing the door and ensuring it was locked once more. The foyer was steeped in a deep darkness, but the shadow moved unfettered through it. It had eyes only for the large, carpeted staircase that extended to the home’s second floor.

But as it moved, the shadow noticed something out of the corner of its eye. Something that shouldn’t have been there. It whirled around, muscles tensed, and teeth gritted on high alert.

“Lights on!” a voice called out.

Instantly, the lights in the foyer and detached great room snapped on, bathing the shadow in warm overhead light. The room in front of him was white, from the walls to the ceiling to the tiles on the floor. Only a section in the center was covered with an ornate throw rug.

There, in the center of that carpet, stood the person who had managed to get the drop on the shadow, maneuvering its way around the shadow’s defenses and surprising it in a rare moment of unbalance.

She was small for her age, barely rising to the shadow’s waist. She looked up at him, not with terror, like the doomed gambler from earlier whom he had once called brother. Nor did she stare at him with the awed reverence the shadow’s men displayed as their fearless leader accompanied them into the night.

Instead, she wore a look of pure, innocent joy. A wide, open-mouth smile, framed by chubby cheeks that dimpled in the center, showed off a series of missing teeth, all surrounded by thin lips that offered no resistance to the giggle that pushed itself out into the world.

And just like that, in no more than an instant, the shadow dissipated. The darkness melted away, peeling back from flesh, bone, hair, and muscle alike. The dark deeds of the night, of an entire life spent deep in the darkness of the underworld, floated away and left in their wake a man bursting at the seams with love and adoration.

“Hi, Daddy!” the little girl exclaimed, clearly very pleased with herself that she had managed to sneak up on her father.

And now the shadow was no more. In its place stood Dominic Deluca. But it wasn’t Dirty Dominic Deluca, the head of New Jersey’s most infamous mafia family. Instead, it was simply just Dominic, loving husband of Maria and adoring father of Isabella.

“Izzy,” he said with a laugh, not even caring that she had snuck out of bed long past her established bedtime. Dominic lifted the box, held under his arm, wrapped in pink wrapping paper, and topped with a matching bow. It was now well after midnight, and he was pleased he would be the first to say it.

“Happy birthday, baby girl,” Dominic said. And no hint of the shadow remained.
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Maria Deluca rolled over in bed and reached over for the empty space beside her. Of course, she didn’t realize at the time that the space was empty. She fully expected her arm to land on the soft, snoozing body of her husband.

When her hand and forearm encountered no resistance, continuing unfettered onto the undisturbed comforter and mattress, her sleepy haze instantly evaporated. Maria’s eyes flew open, a gasp catching itself in her throat. She sat bolt upright like some Frankenstein’s monster rising from the grave.

Her entire body tensed as she looked around the room, her head on a swivel, scanning the space with wide eyes, fearing for the worst. She turned over toward her bedside table and reached for her phone, grabbing it and activating the screen in hopes that there might be some message there to explain why Dominic hadn’t come home last night.

She knew his work often took unexpected turns that required him to remain out for days on end. But she always got a call or message from him to cut off her anxiety before it had an opportunity to mount.

Maria wasn’t under the impression that her husband was some kind of investment banker or bigwig executive at some New York firm. She knew full well who he was and what he did to keep them living in comfort. She sometimes struggled with the morality that knowledge challenged. But, ultimately, she told herself that the ends justified the means. That was easier to do when the means included the safety, welfare, and happiness of their daughter, Isabella.

But with that knowledge came certain anxieties. She understood the dangers associated with her husband’s work. She knew that every time he walked out the door, it might be the last time she ever saw him, heard his voice, or felt the touch of his strong hands.

There were many dangers that a man in Dominic’s position faced. She knew he had dealings with the New York families and that they often looked down on organized crime in New Jersey. While he seemed to carry the respect of the major players who made the city that never slept their bread and butter. There was always the possibility that one of them might someday decide there was a profit to be made in her husband’s demise.

Dominic was extremely careful and capable. Maria had never known someone more capable of defending themselves than the man she had married. He was an expert marksman who had studied various forms of martial arts. And on top of all that, he was just a big, tough son of a bitch.

But a bullet fired from the dark of night didn’t care how many Brazilian jujitsu grapples you knew. It didn’t care how big your muscles were or how good your aim was. A bullet tears through the flesh and bone of the strong and weak alike, never hesitating due to reputation, morality, or physical prowess.

And while many who shared his profession respected Dominic, there was one very dangerous group out there that held nothing but contempt for the man she loved. A group that was hell-bent on taking him down, one way or the other.

The law.

Specifically, government agencies like the FBI had entire teams dedicated to ripping her family apart. They were highly paid operatives whose entire careers centered around gathering information on her husband and using that information to imprison him forever.

Each night, when she went to bed alone, Maria worried that the next morning, she’d turn on the TV to find a news story that showed her husband being dragged away in handcuffs. Dominic had always tried to prepare her for that eventuality. And in a sense, she was prepared for it. She knew what she had to do, where she had to go, and who she had to talk to should worse ever come to worse.

Maria knew everything that needed to be done logistically. But she also knew that nothing her husband could do or say could prepare her emotionally for that moment. It was a sobering anxiety that put a strain on her every action, her every waking hour. It even went beyond that, seeping into her unconscious hours in the form of terrible nightmares that might be prophetic in nature.

As had been the case with every major mafia boss since John Gotti, her husband was something of a celebrity in the local community. Movies like The Godfather or Goodfellas created a mystique around mob life, while shows like The Sopranos painted a more realistic picture of the dangers these people and their families face. However, the general population still saw mafiosos as cool, the same way they might some fictional Jedi knight in a Star Wars movie.

Maria always heard the whispers whenever she went out in public. People would point at her, comment on her as though she were some kind of public figure who made her way through the supermarket like one of them. Most were kind enough to leave their remarks behind her back. But others were a bit more forward in expressing their feelings.

There were some who shamed her and told her she would burn in hell for supporting her husband in everything he had done. Those she didn’t mind as much as the admirers. Someone had even asked for her autograph one time at a butcher shop when she was waiting for her order. That was disorienting and made far worse by the fact that she was accompanied by her then-four-year-old daughter.

Maria had grown up around her husband’s world, and she knew the way things used to be. Back before the days of social media and influencers, the families of noted organized crime figures were left completely alone, if only out of fear.

She couldn’t imagine someone approaching Carlo Gambino’s wife with a pointed finger in her face. The world was small enough then that there would’ve been no getting away with it. Maria sometimes wished she had grown up back then in the old days. Back when Newark was primarily Italian and crime families ruled the streets. Back when Little Italy was more than a city block before being consumed by the ever-growing Chinatown.

Because of the way things were now, Maria knew the day her world shattered into pieces, there would be no grace for her. Whether her husband died or was carted away by the Feds, no one was going to give her the privacy or respect she needed. Instead, she would have reporters, police officers, and civilians in her face about it all day, every day, for longer than she cared to think about.

Maria sometimes hated Dominic a little for that. But at the same time, she couldn’t fault him for doing whatever it took to create the best life possible for their little girl. Right now, though, Maria wasn’t thinking about that. All she knew was that her husband never came home last night, and that created a jumble of scenarios that crashed together in her head to form a deafening discord of anxiety and horror.

Swiping through her phone, she found no messages or missed calls. Her mind was still logical enough to realize this didn’t immediately mean that the worst had come to pass. If something had happened to Dominic, if he had been arrested or shot dead in the street, someone would have already tried to contact her.

Maria opened several news apps and found nothing of note. She also had mobile alerts always set to go off if any news story featuring the name Dominic Deluca popped up. There was nothing this morning.

So where was he?

The idea that he might have been engaged in some kind of infidelity never crossed her mind. Of course, it was almost cliché at that point to talk about mafiosos and extra-marital affairs. Most high-ranking mob personalities had a “gumar” or girlfriend on the side. But not her Dominic. Never her Dominic.

Some might have thought her naïve for believing that, but those were people who didn’t know her husband. He was a man of profound principles and loyalty. He took the vows of their marriage seriously. Even the other mob wives, who knew their husbands were screwing around on the side, would often tell Maria how lucky she was to have Dominic.

An honest wise guy. It was hard to come by. He was a legitimate anomaly. And it was why he was the only man in that line of work she could ever love.

Maria quickly pulled up her husband’s contact information on her phone and pressed the button to call him. She held the phone to her ear, waiting.

“You have reached 908…,” the automated voice started to say.

She groaned in frustration and hung up. It didn’t even ring. That meant his phone was either dead or turned off. Maria started to wonder if something had happened that would require him to go on the lam. This was known to happen to other top crime bosses when the law was closing in.

Was that what had happened? Was he out there somewhere hiding out with some of his most trusted captains, unable to so much as turn on his phone because it could be used by the Feds to track him down?

When Dominic was working, he always kept his phone off. It was a precaution she understood. But for it to still be off…that made her heart clench with fear.

Additionally, for her husband not to be here today of all days…something had to have happened. It was Isabella’s birthday, and no matter what was going on in Dominic’s world outside this house, he never missed it. Not ever.

Maria got up from the bed and crossed their expansive bedroom toward the huge walk-in closet she loved so much. But as she threw the double doors open, she wasn’t admiring the rows of blouses, dresses, gowns, suits, and casual wear that lined the long walls. Nor was she stopping, as she so often did, to run a hand over the ornate white leather couch that sat in the middle of the space.

Maria simply grabbed a silken robe off a hook and threw it around her shoulders. She deposited her phone in the robe’s pocket and hurried from the room, tying the sash around her waist as she moved. Maria threw open the double door of her bedroom out into the hallway. She then started to make her way to the stairs when she noticed Isabella’s door was open just a crack.

She had no idea what it was that made her stop and stare at the door, but suddenly, some deep, dark, cold fear rose up from the pit of her stomach and wrapped its frigid fingers around her heart. In that instant, she just needed to look at the face of her little girl, safe and sound in bed. Perhaps it was because it would bring a touch of normalcy and comfort to her hysteria.

But when Maria pushed open the door and peered inside, her already frazzled heart nearly stopped beating. Isabella was not in her bed. It was clear she had been at one point. The covers were tossed, and her pillows were askew. But what had happened? Where was she? These questions, among many others, started to pop off in Maria’s head like fireworks.

She wanted to scream, burst into the room, and start tearing it apart in a desperate, mad search. It was impossible. It couldn’t be possible that both her daughter and her husband were somehow missing. It was like some bizarre episode of The Twilight Zone in which she woke up in her own bed to a completely deserted world.

Opening her mouth to scream, Maria found that she had no voice. Willing her feet to move farther into the room, Maria found herself paralyzed with fear. She couldn’t bring herself to walk into the space, perhaps because she knew she wouldn’t find anything or anyone inside. Instead, she was able to find the mental fortitude to turn around, bolt into the hallway, and run down the stairs.

Her heart was beating faster than her legs were churning, and Maria nearly toppled down the steps headfirst more than once. Finally, she arrived at the base of the stairs only to question herself. She had no idea where she was running to. She quickly realized that, in her panic, she was running toward the kitchen to grab the house phone and dial 9-1-1.

But, of course, she had her cell phone in her pocket. Her mind was so frazzled with panic that it was reverting back to some earlier version of herself, like a software reboot. And what was she thinking calling 9-1-1? She couldn’t call the police about Dominic not coming home. That had been made very clear to her very early on in their relationship.

Even in a situation where Dominic’s life was in danger, she was still not permitted to alert the authorities. It would be the ultimate betrayal of the oath of Omertà, the solemn vow that every made man in the mafia took under penalty of death.

But this was different. This was their daughter, their Isabella. And if she truly was missing, then something needed to be done quickly. Maria was not going to risk her daughter’s life for anything.

When she turned to move into the kitchen, Maria suddenly stopped when she noticed something in the great room up against her sofa. Her breath caught in her throat as reality reformed. Lying there on the couch was Dominic’s huge, bulky form under a blanket with his head tilted off to one side. Nestled against him was Isabella, fast asleep. She was curled up comfortably and clutching something to her chest protectively. It was as though she was afraid someone might run up and steal it from her or the object might magically fly away.

Conflicting emotions caused the room to shake underneath Maria’s feet. On the one hand, she felt a profound sense of infinite relief that nearly caused her legs to give out. All the stress she had been feeling since opening her eyes and reaching over to the side of the bed instantly released. She felt like a human being again, that her life was able to continue on as it should and always had.

But at the same time, she felt quite foolish for her initial reaction, and a small part of her burned with anger at the lack of consideration given by Dominic in this scenario. Her husband hadn’t thought to let her know he was home? Or even turn on his phone when he had walked in the door? Not only that, but Isabella was out of her bed, sleeping on the couch, and Maria had no knowledge of it.

She ground her teeth in annoyance, even while breathing a sigh of relief. Letting out a long sigh, Maria crossed her arms over her chest and watched as her husband began to stir. He was a notoriously light sleeper, which made sense in his line of work. One never knew when they might need to suddenly spring into action when dealing with law enforcement and the criminal element in kind.

His blue eyes fluttered open, and he took a long, deep breath through wide nostrils. It only took a second for those eyes to lock onto hers. She loved those eyes and had since the first moment she had seen them. It was uncommon for a full-blooded Italian man to have blue eyes. However, both sides of Dominic’s family had roots in Sicily, one of the most conquered pieces of land in history. Because of that, there was a lot of Northern European blood mixed in with the more Mediterranean-Italian genes. Maria had always wanted to bag herself a Sicilian, and she had certainly hit the mother lode.

“Well, good morning, gorgeous,” Dominic said with a weary smile that pushed his left cheek up into a dimple.

Maria kept her lips pursed and fought the urge to smile back. He wasn’t getting out of this that easily.

“You didn’t think to tell me you came home last night?” she asked, shifting her weight to one side and tilting her head in question.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to make you worry. Were you worried?”

“Oh, no,” she said, with a dramatic roll of her eyes. “I just woke up to find my husband and daughter missing and decided to come down and make some eggs.”

“Oh, can you make me some?” he asked with a slight smile and a wink. He had a way of being disarmingly charming, but the years hardened her enough to resist that particular onslaught.

“You’re not funny,” she said, with a slow shake of her head.

“I can be kind of funny,” he replied with a gentle shrug so as not to jostle Isabella too much and wake her from her deep sleep.

“I’m not seeing the humor in this,” Maria replied, ready to escalate the conversation until Isabella started to stir against her husband.

Instantly, Maria felt her anger and any lingering annoyance fade away. Isabella let out a long yawn and stretched against her father. Dominic’s eyes moved away from those of his wife and stared down at their daughter. Maria noted a subtle shift in his expression. Though he had looked upon her with love, amusement, and fondness, that expression paled in comparison to the overwhelming protective paternal joy that came over Dominic’s face whenever he saw Isabella.

It was common for Italian men to adore their children, especially at such a young age. The role of a father was deeply ingrained into Italian-American culture, and Dominic was a very traditional man. However, there was something special about the way he doted on Isabella. There was something deeper in their connection. Dominic truly loved their daughter and always sought to provide for her and protect her. Not because he felt it was his job and that he had to. But because he got to.

“Good morning, baby girl,” Dominic said down to her, giving Isabella a little squeeze against his side.

“Morning, Daddy,” Isabella replied sleepily.

She was sitting up on her own now, so Maria was able to see what she had in her arms. It looked like a large doll with blond hair pulled up into a ponytail that spilled down its back. Maria instantly recognized it. It was the doll Isabella had been talking about for months now. The thing she wanted for her birthday more than anything else. When Maria saw Isabella holding the doll to her chest, her heart sank.

“Happy birthday, baby,” Maria said, drawing her daughter’s attention.

Isabella looked up at her with a weary smile that grew with every second. A moment later, she was hopping off the couch and running across the floor toward her mother. Maria met her with open arms and a smile of her own.

“Mommy, look!” Isabella cried out. “It’s a Cindy doll! Daddy got me a Cindy doll for my birthday, just like I wanted!”

Maria’s teeth clenched slightly at that remark. She kept her composure, however, and gave her daughter a warm smile. “Actually, sweetie, both Mommy and Daddy got you that doll for your birthday,” she said, looking past Isabella now toward her husband with narrowing eyes.

Dominic was wincing, clearly understanding the source of her displeasure. There would definitely be a conversation later, and it would not be a pleasant one for him.

“You did?” Isabella asked, her eyes wide with excitement. She then buried herself into her mother again, wrapping her arms around Maria’s robe and clutching her as tightly as could be. “Thank you, Mommy! Thank you, thank you, thank you!”

Isabella’s delighted squeal was like music to her ears. However, Maria couldn’t help wondering how much louder and more energetic it had been when she had first opened the package. Dominic was now wiping his palms off against his black dress pants. He hadn’t even gotten changed after coming home. Maria sighed, swallowed, and patted her daughter on the head.

“You better go wash up for breakfast, baby,” Maria said, smiling fondly at her daughter as the little girl nodded in agreement, let go of her, and trotted off into the kitchen.

Once she was gone, Maria’s eyes turned toward her husband with a dark glower.

“I’m sorry, Maria.” It was the first thing Dominic said, raising his hands and showing her his palms as if to surrender immediately.

“Sorry for what?” Maria asked, crossing her arms over her chest once more. “Are you sorry because you never came to bed last night? Because you let me wake up wondering whether you were dead or… elsewhere?” She pressed her lips into a tight line, breathed in deeply through her nose, and blew it back out before continuing. “Or was it because you gave our daughter her birthday present without me and completely cut me out of that entire event?”

“All of it,” Dominic said with a sad nod. “I’m sorry. I got home, and I thought I’d be able to just slip upstairs, put the present down, and wait for the morning. But she was up and waiting for me when I got here. She must’ve snuck out of her room. And when she saw the present, there was no making her wait. You know that as well as I do. And then, we just sat on the couch for a little bit, and I guess we both fell asleep. I’m sorry, Maria. I really was planning on coming up to bed.”

As angry as she still was, Dominic’s story certainly made sense. She knew all too well how excited Isabella was for her birthday. And that wasn’t the first time she had snuck out of her room in the middle of the night. She was such an excitable child. Maria knew the moment she had seen a present under her father’s arm, there was never going to be any denying her. Perhaps they were spoiling her, and perhaps they needed to work on that in year seven as parents. But they had 365 days to figure out how to reverse course on that.

“Well, you should’ve come up and gotten me,” Maria said, angling her body away from Dominic, who was now walking toward her.

He grew larger as he approached, his bulk so imposing and terrifying to so many on the streets. But for Maria, her husband’s strength was something completely different.

It was safety. It was comfort. And, of course, it was certainly sexy. In the last several years, it seemed as though society has shifted to where femininity is looked down upon in women while masculinity is considered a toxic trait in men. Maybe Maria was a little too old-fashioned for her own good, but she loved her big, strong man. She didn’t think there was anything wrong or toxic about that.

“I know,” he said, looming over her now and wrapping his strong arms around her body.

He pulled her close against him, and she was still surprised by how firm his chest and arms were after all this time. So many men in his position might have let themselves go soft. That wasn’t her Dominic, though. She tried to remain rigidly disapproving in the face of this morning’s transgression, but it didn’t last long.

“I’m very sorry.”

She didn’t think most mafiosos could be humble enough to apologize so earnestly. Most were proud, pigheaded men with egos that could fill the Jersey pine barrens. When they apologized to their wives, it was usually accompanied by yelling while also trying to defend themselves.

But one of the many things she admired about Dominic was that when he was wrong, he admitted it. He might not have been so willing to apologize and roll over outside the house when dealing with business associates, but when she was able to make him see that he was wrong, he relented and apologized, much like he was doing now.

Dominic leaned in and kissed once just under her jawline, and she felt a shiver go down her spine. She relaxed her posture just a bit until he followed it up with a second, slower kiss a little farther down the side of her neck. She allowed herself to relax completely and brought one hand up to graze Dominic’s thick wrist with the tips of her fingers.

Maria turned around in his grip and looked up into his face. She then brought her arms up and wrapped them around his neck before standing on tiptoe to kiss him on the mouth. It was a long, slow kiss born of forgiveness, gratitude, and a deep, never-ending love.

After a moment, they separated, pulling slowly back from one another yet still keeping their embrace. Dominic gave her a smile and a raised eyebrow.

“Does this mean I’m forgiven?” he asked, rubbing the small of her back with his thick fingers. He was, but Maria didn’t need to let him know that just yet.

“No,” she said, clearly biting her lower lip. “It means I’m going to give you the chance later to make it up to me and earn that forgiveness.”

Dominic’s smile widened, and he leaned in to kiss her again. “Yes, ma’am,” he said before their lips came together once more in a mashing tangle of love and adoration.
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The next day, Dominic walked with an extra bounce in his step as he climbed out of the driver’s seat of his car and walked through the construction site that served as his central base of operations.

The previous twenty-four hours had been pure perfection. He had spent the entire day with his family and gave no thought to his business or what was going on for that entire period.

Vacation time in his line of work was rare. There was always some fire that needed to be put out, some issue that needed his stamp of approval. He’d taken small trips with Maria over the years, but they were few and far between. However, everyone in his employ understood that once a year, there would be one day when he was not available for anything. That was his daughter’s birthday. On the day she had been born, Dominic had known instantly, upon holding that tiny, screaming infant in his arms, that there was nothing in this world he wouldn’t give her.

He wanted to shower his daughter with every ounce of love and happiness he could muster. It was said that some boys grow up to become clones of their fathers, while others go so far in the opposite direction. Dominic was certainly the latter. His father had been in the business, a made man even. That meant Dominic wanted for very little in life. Much like Isabella, he’d had all the toys and comfort a child could want.

But what he hadn’t had was his father. Dominic’s old man, Dominic Senior, was a detached, womanizing, abusive drunk. He was everything one might be referring to when they talked about the concept of toxic men. His father had never been present for him on a consistent basis, and when he was home, he was a nightmare to be around.

He always seemed distracted and had no real interest in his family outside of carting them around to social functions so he could show off in front of his friends with his big, athletic son, his petite, adorable daughter, and his beautiful wife. But behind closed doors, he made their lives hell.

From the abuse he doled out to whoever was closest to him to verbal assaults that targeted the mind, Dominic’s childhood had been anything but happy. As he stood there in the delivery room, looking down at the fragile, itty-bitty life that he was now charged with protecting, he swore his daughter would never know a single day of anguish from the way he treated her. And he promised that any threat that might rise up in defiance of her happiness would be put down with extreme prejudice.

For seven years and one day, Dominic had kept that promise. His daughter was the light in his life, the anchor to his humanity. Together, she and her mother felt as though they were waiting for him in another world. Outside the house, he had to exist in one reality. He had to become the shadow that so many feared. That shadow dwelled in a reality surrounded by dark deeds and shady individuals. A reality that dealt in violence and hardship and vice.

But then, at the end of the day, when he drove home to the quiet suburb of Nutley, New Jersey, he walked through some mystical portal into a world filled with laughter, love, and support. The home and the family he and Maria had built together created for Dominic his first true taste of bliss. That was something worth defending. It was something he would always fight for. His home was his sanctuary, and he never brought work through the door. His capos and soldiers knew that on the rare occasion that they received an invitation to the Deluca home, no business was to be spoken of within those walls under any circumstances.

And that didn’t just go for conversations with Dominic. One time, he had found two lower-level lieutenants discussing outstanding loan collections at one of his barbecues. He grabbed them both by the back of the neck and forcibly threw them out through his gate into the front yard and told them to get lost with a few more expletives thrown in for good measure.

It never felt right when the dark world he was forced to exist in made its way into the beautiful world he had come to love so much. He often found it difficult to delve back into the mud after experiencing the transcendent joys of fatherhood and life as Maria Deluca’s husband.

It was always even more difficult to come back into the underworld from which he operated after his daughter’s birthday. The bounce that had come to his step as he exited the vehicle and made his way toward the foreman’s office felt unnatural in this setting. He quickly realized that was the wrong countenance in the wrong place.

Dominic grated his teeth and tried to push the vision of his wife’s smiling face and his daughter’s giggle as she smeared frosting from her birthday cake on his nose completely from his mind. Those weren’t memories he could hold on to while diving deep into the world he controlled. Dominic Deluca was not allowed to cross the threshold of that office. In order to be the effective boss and leader these men needed, he would have to let go of Dominic and leave him at the door. When he walked inside, he needed to be the shadow.

And so, he turned his mind to other matters, like the impending meeting he had today with representatives of the Moretti family from New York. Dominic hated breaking bread with the New York crime families, but it was an unfortunate necessity for his business. They had called this particular meeting in order to discuss what they described as a lucrative business opportunity. That usually meant a bunch of uppity New York Guidos came sauntering onto his turf, looking down their noses at him and the men he commanded.

The mere thought of this upcoming annoyance was enough to sour his mood. It lit the pilot light of rage deep within his heart, and as he continued toward the large, rectangular structure that served as his current office, Dominic fed that fire and allowed it to grow.

He thought about the rest of the day he had ahead of him. He had to make decisions about union disputes, which ultimately came down to who they had to threaten and who they had to kill to get what they wanted. After that, he needed to review the gambling books and dole out assignments. He would be meeting with two of his captains for updates on any operations the crews were involved in and what kind of kick-ups he should be expecting from them over time.

There was not one single task on his to-do list for the day that didn’t irritate him at the very least. Other tasks, like meeting with the Morettis, birthed within him a raging inferno of distaste and anger. He felt a familiar scowl come to his face, his brow furrowing over his blue eyes and jaw clenching so hard that it started to hurt his ears.

That was what he needed. That was what he had to be. The man was gone, replaced by the shadow. It was that shadow that could do everything necessary for the man to return to the life he so cherished.

He noticed a number of bodies milling about outside his office. They certainly looked out of place on a construction site with their dark dress pants and button-down shirts. At least their sleeves were rolled up to combat the heat of the mid-morning sun. There were five of them in total, and they stood in a constant vigil around this nerve center of his operations.

These weren’t made men, not full-fledged members of the family. They were soldiers, all working to prove their loyalty so that they might, one day, earn their button and open themselves up to new possibilities and new potential opportunities.

Two of them were holding automatic rifles as they squinted through the sun in search of anyone who might try to disrupt Dominic’s operations. The others were armed, but they kept their handguns holstered at their sides. Normally, he would only have two men stationed there. But this was going to be a special day, and he wanted some extra muscle there just in case things got ugly with the New Yorkers.

They all seemed to spot him at the same time as he walked up, and he noticed them all straighten their backs as though snapping to attention. All except one who maintained a lackadaisical posture and waved to him as though they were friends.

“Hey, Big D!” the entirely too familiar soldier called out to him.

One of the men beside him stared in disbelief, taking a step away from the soldier and looking back and forth between him and Dominic. The soldier, at that point, seemed to understand the mistake he had made, and he instantly tried to correct himself. Dominic noted a flash of fear that accompanied a loss of pigment in his face.

“I mean, good morning, Mr. Deluca,” he said with a shrug.

Dominic wasn’t sure whether this young man understood the mistake he had made or whether he was just reacting to the other soldier’s disbelief. Dominic gave the soldier a scowl that could sour milk. He didn’t answer him verbally, but in his glower, the message was delivered clearly.

Shut the fuck up and do your job.

As he passed the others, the one in the lead gave him a slight nod, which Dominic returned. It was a respectful gesture and deserving of respect in return.

“How you doin’?” Dominic said under his breath, to which the young man simply nodded again.

He understood the way this worked, and Dominic had a feeling that whoever he was, he would be going places in the future as long as he kept his head down and his nose clean.

Dominic walked up the metal steps and opened the door to the foreman’s office. Inside was a lavishly decorated space with a huge desk up against the back wall and several plush leather couches, along with a small but fully functional kitchen and a table.

Dominic was not the first to arrive, which wasn’t uncommon. It was well known among his subordinates that he valued punctuality almost as much as he valued loyalty and respect. Because of that, most of his men arrived early for meetings. Dominic had always lived by the philosophy that if you were five minutes early, you were ten minutes late, so it was all the more impressive that his men often managed to beat him to the punch.

“There he is!” a tall man in an immaculately tailored, double-breasted Italian suit said, with his arms outstretched and a smile on his face. “Fresh from the big birthday, our fearless leader returns!”

“Hey, Sal,” Dominic replied with a small smile of his own and a nod to his most trusted advisor.

Salvatore “Sally boy” Ricci was Dominic’s consigliere. For a mafia boss, that was the most important person in his circle. The consigliere advised the boss and often doled out assignments in his stead. What was more, Sal kept track of everything going on within the territory and performed a lot of the direct management of the captains and their crews.

Every boss had a consigliere, and they were often used in different ways. Some were nothing more than simple advisers or accountants, while others, like Sal, were more hands-on with the direct day-to-day operations of the family.

“How you doing, boss?” Sal said, walking up to shake Dominic’s hand. The handshake was firm and respectful, and as was common among their ilk, Sal came in close and kissed Dominic on both cheeks.

“Eh, the usual,” Dominic said with a shrug, pulling away from his most trusted advisor.

“That bad, huh?” another man said from off to the side.

Dominic smiled and turned to a thin man with an angular face and a receding hairline. “And getting worse all the time, you prick,” he said to a man he genuinely loved.

Marco Frieri walked up to his boss and planted two kisses on Dominic’s cheeks. Dominic embraced the man and gave him two hearty slaps on the back with his thick hand. Marco was another capo, or captain, in Dominic’s crime family. But he was a bit more specialized than the others.

Like every captain, he ran his own crew, but he had other duties to the family that extended beyond leadership. Marco was an expert in subterfuge. He was the ultimate source of information that might be inconvenient to someone out there. He was something of an information broker, buying and selling corporate secrets to the highest bidder.

That was why his nickname throughout the underground was “the listener.” His ears were always open, and his ring of spies and informants were everywhere. But above all else, he was Dominic’s friend. He was someone who had earned Dominic’s trust early on and had never given him a reason to take it back.

“It’s good to see you, boss,” Marco said, reaching up to pat Dominic on the side of the face affectionately.

A strong hand fell on Dominic’s shoulder, and he looked over to see a short, round man who was already sweating at the temples and breathing deeply through his nose. He gave Dominic a brief nod of acknowledgment and greeting before diving right into business.

“Moretti’s coming sooner than we thought,” the man said, with an apologetic tone, shaking his head.

Dominic gritted his teeth in frustration and started to grind them together. “How soon is soon, Geo?” he asked with a growl of annoyance.

That annoyance was not directed at the man in front of him. His name was Giuseppe Narcone, known throughout the family as “the fixer.” He was a well-connected individual who had ties to all the New York families. That made him the ideal go-between when negotiations had to open up between Dominic’s group and those across the river.

“We got maybe three hours,” Giuseppe said, holding up his hands in a placating gesture, as if to commiserate with Dominic’s annoyance.

“Son of a bitch!” Dominic hissed out, grabbing a coffee mug off his desk and throwing it at the wall as hard as he could.

The mug exploded into hundreds of pieces, yet no one in the room even flinched. Explosions of anger and demonstrations of frustration in a physical manner were normal in this environment. And they were all feeling that same frustration.

“This is just more of old man Moretti and his fucking games,” Dominic yelled, pointing his finger at Giuseppe, though not in an accusatory way. It was as though he could somehow point through his trusted captain to make this point directly at the Morettis.

“It’s a bullshit power-play,” Sal said, crossing his arms over his chest and nodding in solemn agreement. That was as close as Sal ever came to outward explosions of rage. One of the things that made him such a solid advisor was his ability to keep calm under pressure. In an organization with so many alpha males in positions of power, it certainly helped to have someone who knew how to professionally keep their cool, even under the worst circumstances.

“The crusty old motherfucker!” Dominic screamed, banging his fist on his desk with such intensity that the wooden surface nearly buckled. “We break our asses running an entire state. We bring in record profits year after year and build our own power and authority, and still, they treat us like we’re fucking untouchables!”

“It’s that bullshit New York bias,” Marco said in agreement. “They think it’s the goddamn Godfather, and just because they run New York, it means they’re better than us.”

“Yeah, but they wouldn’t be crawling out of that open sewer pipe called the Holland Tunnel if they didn’t need our help with something,” Dominic ranted, swaying back and forth. Any happy memories of his daughter’s birthday were now long since buried under the avalanche of his unconditional rage. “And then what? We help them and they just keep thumbing their fucking noses at us?”

“It’s a load of crap, is what it is,” Giuseppe said, grinding his teeth together and wringing his fat hands in front of his ample gut. “The amount of back and forth I had to do with these motherless fucks… You wouldn’t even believe it. First, they wanted us to go there, then they wanted to come here. Then they wanted to go to dinner, and now they wanna just show up here in the middle of the day.”

“And we still don’t know what the fuck they’re walking in here to talk to us about,” Dominic said with a disgusted shake of his head. “All those meetings you had, all that time you spent going back and forth with them, they never gave you even a clue as to what they wanted to talk about?”

“Not a damn clue, skipper,” Giuseppe said apologetically. Giuseppe was always the type to take failure to heart, and Dominic knew he was likely wrestling internally with this latest development. He believed it was somehow his fault. It wasn’t, but Dominic was not in the mood to placate someone’s insecurities.

“All right, then, we do it here. They come here into this office, and we sit at the table, and we discuss whatever the fuck these idiots want to discuss.” Dominic said this with an air of finality, smacking his fist into the palm of his hand.

It was time for him to start taking control of the situation. He was tired of letting these New York goons push them around.

“You make the call right now, and you tell them where they’re going,” Dominic said. “You don’t ask, you tell. Understand me?”

Giuseppe nodded with such intensity that his neck fat jiggled. Looking around the room, Dominic could see that both Marco and Sal were looking at him with determined smiles of their own. For too long, they had placated the Almighty New York in respect to their massive reputation and experience.

Dominic also believed in giving what you get, and he had given old man Moretti more than enough opportunities to treat him like an equal.

The Moretti family was coming to Dominic Deluca’s turf, and by the time they left, they were going to know it.
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When Vincenzo Moretti traveled, the world took notice. The seventy-three-year-old crime boss preferred to travel in style. His long black limousine with windows tinted darker than the deepest void of space didn’t so much move through the street as it stalked.

To watch the enormous vehicle make its way through the streets of New York was akin to watching a great white shark plying the waters of an ocean. It was an apex predator, moving with a steady purpose and always with a singular goal.

For the shark, that goal was consumption. It made its way through an ocean of prey, seeking its next meal. For Vincenzo Moretti, it was the same from a certain point of view. Everything he did, big or small, contributed to the growth of his criminal empire and the acquisition of wealth.

Much like the schools of fish that fled in the presence of a shark, the people of New York understood that the limousine meant danger. Cars got out of its way, pedestrians ran from it, and law-enforcement stopped to take note of its movements without disturbing it.

Even those who had no idea the car contained the head of the largest and most dangerous New York City crime family in history understood that it was a vehicle of significance, of importance. Much like anyone watching Air Force One fly overhead, the common people understood that whoever was sitting in the back of that car was a person of means, authority, and purpose.

That was as true in New Jersey as it was in New York. Vincenzo, however, hated crossing over into the heap of garbage they called the Garden State. He loathed the fact that, once in a while, he was forced to take a trip across the river to do business with the boy king and his ridiculous entourage.

At forty-two, Dominic Deluca was certainly no child. And Vincenzo’s characterization of him as such came more from experience rather than age. Vincenzo had been the head of the Moretti crime family for longer than Dominic Deluca had been alive.

Vincenzo viewed everything about Deluca and his organization as bush league. They were a troop of pretenders, spreading through a filthy, irrelevant state to squander whatever riches they might find. And, of course, they didn’t find much, at least not compared to what a New York family could bring in. However, occasionally, there were brief moments when even that pack of fools stumbled onto a pot of gold. Or, as was more commonly the case, Vincenzo had found a potential opportunity somewhere in their territory and needed them to retrieve it for him.

Such was the case today, and it was why Vincenzo was gracing the Garden State with his presence. And this was no ordinary score. This was a big one. It might be the big one. The kind of score that comes along only once in someone’s lifetime. That was why he needed Deluca and his associates to play along. He needed them to listen and do as they were told. If they just trusted in his wisdom and authority, they would all become very wealthy men.

But the hierarchy of power had to be established. That was why Vincenzo had been playing so many silly little games with Dominic over this meeting. At first, it was an invitation to join him in his territory, deep within the heart of Manhattan. After that, Dominic had stated, not requested, that the meeting should be moved to New Jersey. Let Dominic and his men flitter about to prepare for his arrival as if he were some kind of visiting dignitary from a far-off kingdom.

Then, at the last second, he decided they would arrive early, if only to throw off the opposition’s balance. This was also a great way to root out treachery. If one were to plan some kind of ill-advised betrayal or assassination attempt, a sudden change of plans would derail any preparations.

It put the New Jersey crew on the back foot. Vincenzo would walk right into Dominic’s backyard as though he owned it and command a meeting that would bully the entire New Jersey underground into submission. And then he would be back in New York, back in his posh penthouse overlooking Central Park, gazing down at the stunning views of the crime kingdom he ruled with an iron fist before dinner.

“That ain’t what we agreed on.” A young man with slick, black hair and an immaculately tailored suit was on a cell phone on the other side of the limo.

Vincenzo raised an eyebrow in curiosity. What could that be about, he wondered?

“All right, fine,” he said before roughly hanging up the phone and depositing it in his lap with a grunt of annoyance.

“What’s wrong, son?” Vincenzo asked, looking over at Ralphie, his oldest son.

The young man’s face twisted up to one side. He shook his head with a sigh of extreme irritation, but something else was mixed in there. Ralphie was trying to hide it from his father, but it was something Vincenzo would recognize in anyone. It was the bread and butter of his business and the one thing he chased for his entire long, illustrious career.

Fear.

When relating news that was less than ideal to Vincenzo Moretti, most of his men would have demonstrated fear. Vincenzo was not known to suffer fools, and it was also very hard to get him to change his mind about you once he made a judgment. Sometimes, those judgments came with extreme consequences.

But this was his son, his firstborn, the heir to everything he had built within the vast expanse of New York City. Ralphie knew his father would never actually harm him. However, since the earliest days of his youth, Vincenzo had impressed upon his son how difficult it was to win his favor and respect. He ensured that knowledge was always at the front of Ralphie’s mind and that he would always, above all else, strive to get it.

“It was that Jersey fat fuck,” Ralph practically spat in disgust. “They want us to meet them at that fucking construction site instead of the restaurant. I tried to tell them that wasn’t gonna fly with you, Pop, but he stuck to his guns.” Ralph stewed in his anger for another second before muttering under his breath, “Fat fuck…”

Vincenzo chuckled at the turn of events. It seemed like the boy king was finally growing a spine and was trying to push back against him. That was something he wasn’t expecting today, and on the wrong day, it might’ve infuriated him. But he had been bored lately and was looking forward to a challenge.

“I’m sorry, Pop,” Ralph said, looking down at his lap and shaking his head. He was completely unable to so much as look his father in the eye. He was ashamed. “I did everything I could, but…”

”Well,” Vincenzo said with a casual shrug, “what can I have really expected here?” Of course, this didn’t bother Vincenzo in the least.

But if his son believed he had in some way failed, then he would be desperate to prove himself. Those who sought to prove their worth through desperation were often far more efficient than those who operated from a place of comfort.

”I’ll call him back,” Ralph said, with a severe fire burning in his voice. He picked up his phone and started to cycle through his contacts until Vincenzo raised a hand to stop him. Ralph paused and looked up at his father with wide, desperate eyes, making him look like a deer caught in headlights.

“It’s fine,” Vincenzo said, waving the situation away as though it were not more than a casually annoying fly. “If they want to posture, let them posture. Do you think it matters to me? Do you think I really give a damn where we meet with this prick? No, the only thing that matters is walking out of there with what we want. And no building is going to change that.”

“But they’re disrespecting you, Pop! They’re disrespecting the family!” Ralph insisted, punching his thigh in frustration.

Now, Vincenzo truly was disappointed in his son. The boy had a temper much like Vincenzo himself. He knew what it felt like to burn with the white-hot intensity that came from youthful passions. But there was a time in place for anger, and this wasn’t it.

“How fortunate I am,” Vincenzo said slowly, “to have a son who thinks it’s his place to lecture his father on the nature of respect.”

Ralph instantly looked ashamed and turned his gaze from his father, shaking his head. “I’m sorry, Pop,” Ralph said in a low voice. “You’re right. It ain’t my place to tell you what’s what.”

“No, it isn’t,” Vincenzo replied simply, without a hint of forgiveness in his voice. “What have I told you about anger in the past? Or were you even listening?”

“Anger is a tool,” Ralph repeated dutifully.

Vincenzo nodded, but that wasn’t a complete answer.

“Anger is a tool that serves us the way we want it to,” Vincenzo chimed in to complete the thought. “If anger becomes our resting state, then everyone around us gets used to it. But to maintain your calm in the face of adversity is the true measure of a man. And when you really need to make a point or scare the living crap out of someone, then and only then do you let the anger out and show them what true fear is.”

“I know, Pop,” Ralph said, looking down at his hands. He was more than forty-five years old now and still made the mistakes of a hotheaded teenager hitting puberty over the summer break.

“If you knew, then we wouldn’t be having this conversation, now would we?” Vincenzo asked with a raised eyebrow. Ralph winced again, as though he had been burned by an open flame.

“I guess not, Pop,” Ralph replied slowly. “I’m sorry.”

“I don’t need you to be sorry, Ralphie,” Vincenzo replied. “I need you to be better.”

“This is so common a thing,” a thickly accented voice remarked from the other side of the limo. Vincenzo turned calmly to look over at his honored guest. The tall, broad-shouldered man, who sat in a pair of dark jeans and a tight sweater covered by a leather jacket, was fixing his ponytail as he nodded between Vincenzo and Ralph.

“The fathers and the sons,” he said with a knowing smile. “Is the same here as it is in Italia.”

Vincenzo gave a short laugh and nodded in agreement.

“We can never quite live up to the expectations of our parents, no?” the man said, looking over at Ralph with a wink.

Ralph only scowled in response. It seemed as though he was in no mood to joke about what had just happened.

“It was the same with your father then, Angelo?” Vincenzo asked with a raised eyebrow.

Angelo Rossi simply nodded and leaned back in his seat to look up at the roof of the limousine as though experiencing some kind of storybook flashback.

“My father,” he said in his thick Italian accent, pausing every once in a while, to try to find the right words in English. “He was very well-respected man in our village. He make cheese for a living. Mozzarella.”

“A man after my own heart!” Vincenzo said with a friendly laugh.

Normally, he was never this chummy with someone outside of his inner circle. But Angelo Rossi was the linchpin of his new business venture, and he wanted to make sure that this was a partnership that would continue to pay off for the rest of his life and beyond.

“Yes, he was very popular in town,” Angelo said. “He want me to follow in the footsteps. He trying for years to teach me to make the perfect mozzarella. And every time I think, oh, this is perfect. He would love this. He will praise me. No, he always find some fault in what I do. And so I try harder until pleasing him becomes more than just desire; it becomes ambition.”

“And what happened?” Ralph asked, with his arms folded over his chest and eyes narrowing in the direction of Mr. Rossi. “Did you ever meet his approval?”

Vincenzo actually leaned forward in interest now.

Angelo seemed to consider the question for a brief moment, pursing his lips to one side. “No,” was his only reply before folding his hands in his lap and looking down at them.

Vincenzo could feel the air press itself out of Ralph’s lungs, and he knew exactly what his son was thinking.

“This man we go to meet,” Angelo said toward Vincenzo, completely letting the previous topic go. “Is he going to be problem?”

Vincenzo simply laughed and shook his head. “He’s just a kid puffing up his chest,” Vincenzo said dismissively. “I find that in these situations, it’s best to let them think they’ve gotten one over you. All too often, it means that someone just needs to feed their inferiority complex. He’s just trying to show us how long his dick is, but he hasn’t seen what I’m packing yet.”

He watched as Angelo tried to discern the meaning behind his words. Sometimes, metaphors in English took a moment. Eventually, though, he saw the brightness come over the Italian man’s eyes, and he laughed.

”Is dick the size of Italy from what I see,” Angelo said with a laugh.

Vincenzo laughed along with him, but a part of him was put off by Rossi’s participation in the joke.

“But seriously, my friend,” Vincenzo said to Angelo, putting on his best salesman smile, “you got nothing to worry about from Dominic Deluca.”

And Vincenzo sincerely meant that. The New Jersey crew might try to puff themselves up once in a while, but all too often, they saw a reason and showed the proper respect. Deluca might hem and haw about where they were to meet, but at the end of the day, Vincenzo knew he was presenting an offer that didn’t come along every day. This was a deal that Vincenzo had worked long and hard to put together with contacts from both Italy and right here in Dominic’s backyard.

Dominic might look at him as some kind of interloper, and he might even curse the nature of their relationship. But when someone walks into a room and offers to change your life for the better, the logical thing to do is to say yes.

And if he didn’t… Well, Vincenzo didn’t think it would come to that. But there was a lot of money on the line. And if Dominic were foolish enough to push back against him in that regard, then he would have to escalate things in a manner that wouldn’t be pretty.

It was true that Vincenzo and Rossi had nothing to worry about from Dominic Deluca. However, it was altogether possible, if not slightly improbable, that Dominic Deluca might have plenty to worry about from them.
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Dominic’s eyes narrowed dangerously as the fat, black limousine inched its way onto the construction site. He always hated that bloated monster of a vehicle. It was a testament to Vincenzo Moretti and his overwhelming ego. When Dominic traveled, he preferred to drive himself. He could afford limousines, and even helicopters and private jets, if the desire ever struck him. However, he didn’t like the idea of putting his ability to travel in the hands of someone else.

He also didn’t like flaunting his power. He had once heard a poignant quote that had stuck with him for years in one form or another. It was something he had learned long before his inevitable rise to the top of the New Jersey criminal underworld. But it was a statement that had formed his mentality toward leadership.

It was something about the lines of “any man who has to say, ‘I am the king’ is not worthy of the title.”

True power was evident. It didn’t have to be flaunted. Anyone who was actually powerful never needed to puff out their chest and show everyone what a badass they were. When someone was powerful—truly, deeply, and naturally powerful—people just knew.

But Vincenzo Moretti loved to flaunt his power. He always wanted to make sure that every single person, from the top of high society to the homeless man begging on the street, understood who he was, what he represented, and what he could do when challenged.

It was on the top of the very long and always increasing list of things Dominic hated about the man. He remembered what it was like to rise up through the ranks and hear stories about the famed Moretti family of New York. They were feared and respected, and that had been earned over a long and mostly bloody history.

A boss couldn’t stay in power as long as old man Moretti had without being crafty, ruthless, and a little lucky. There was a lot Dominic could learn from a man like that. But once he had risen to the rank of underboss, he had attended meetings with the New York family regularly alongside his mentor and former boss, Jack. In those meetings, he had watched with disdain and mounting anger as the arrogant, old New York crime boss looked down his nose at the New Jersey family and everything they had accomplished.

He remembered asking Jack once, long ago, why he put up with it. The old man simply smiled at Dominic and patted him on the arm.

“Dom, my boy, you’ll eventually come to learn that as a boss, you have to put the needs of the family above your personal distaste. At the end of the day, that old fuck could help us generate a lot of money. So, I put up with him being an asshole in hopes that someday he gets what’s coming to him. But so long as he continues to be a valuable source of income for this family, I owe it to myself and all of you to put up with the occasional disrespect.”

After the old man died, Dominic had taken his place. He remembered his first meeting with Vincenzo Moretti as boss of the family and how it had tested the very limits of his patience. Throughout the entire meeting, Moretti had insisted on calling him son or boy over and over again. When Dominic would propose some kind of mutually beneficial connection, all too often, the old man would laugh at it as though it were the passing fancy of a child before dismissing him entirely.

He had sat idly by and watched as that arrogant dinosaur belittled and disrespected his mentor for so long. But that treatment had paled in comparison to the way old man Moretti treated him.

It seemed as though Vincenzo might’ve had a shred of respect for Jack after all. But it was clear right away that he had less than no respect for Dominic. Despite numerous successful joint ventures over the years since he’d taken the big chair, Dominic had done little to change the old man’s perspective.

But that was fine. He had accepted long ago that Moretti was just an arrogant asshole who was far too old to change his opinions of another person. For Dominic, Vincenzo was a cautionary tale. Jack had been everything Dominic aspired to be as a boss. But Vincenzo was everything he feared he might someday become. That was one of the reasons he maintained a close connection with his men and why he didn’t flaunt his position.

He didn’t want to be like that swaggering peacock from New York.

Mere moments after the limo came to a stop in front of the office, the swaggering peacock himself emerged from within. Dominic had to force himself to hold back a sneer as he saw the first wisps of stringy, thinning white hair on a liver, spotted head emerge and give away to a hunched, wrinkled old figure, who looked as though a stiff wind might blow him away.

Despite his advanced age and deteriorating physical condition, Vincenzo walked with confidence. It was as though he feared nothing in this world. Dominic doubted that was true. In his experience, there was always something even the strongest man feared. The trick to taking someone down was figuring out what that was.

But that was a question and a quest for another day. A day that might never come.

From a second car that followed at a respectable distance behind the limousine, there emerged a large group of Moretti captains and enforcers who had shown up in heavy force. Dominic could tell they all carried concealed weapons under their coats.

It didn’t bother him. His own men were armed to the teeth, as was he. In mafia circles, it was considered almost disrespectful to approach a meeting unarmed. To do so was to tell the other parties that you didn’t consider them a threat.

From the front seat of that second car came Johnny Russo. He was an older man in his sixties with dyed-black hair that fooled no one. Despite his senior citizen status, he kept himself in surprisingly good shape. Russo served as Vincenzo’s consigliere and would be key to whatever negotiations might take place today.

Out of the limo, Dominic saw another person appear. He couldn’t hide a very slight and almost imperceptible curl of his lip at the sight of the only member of the Moretti crime family that he hated more than the old man.

Ralph Moretti was the son of Vincenzo Moretti and the heir apparent to the entire organization. He knew this well and acted like it. Ralph clearly thought he was the prince of New York, and he might’ve been the closest thing the city had to one. The forty-five-year-old brat was the one Giuseppe was dealing with when setting up this meeting, and he was very clearly unhappy about the sudden change in the venue.

Good. Let him be angry. Let him understand who he was dealing with today and who he would be dealing with after his old man was six feet in the ground. Dominic locked eyes with Ralph. Each of them managed to keep their faces relatively blank as they focused on one another.

The two men were very close to one another in age, and as such, they had formed something of an unintentional rivalry over the years. Ralph had always been jealous after Dominic’s rise to boss. It was clear he felt his time had come and that his father should step aside. However, Ralph should have known, as Dominic did, the only things that could end a boss’s tenure were a bullet or a long sentence from a judge.

Vincenzo was one of the most careful bosses Dominic had ever heard of. He never took the field, and it was rare for even his captains to get an in-person audience with him. Most of the family’s day-to-day operations cycled through Ralph, who would then bring that information to his father. That gave Vincenzo a lot of deniability, which made it hard for the Feds to come anywhere near him with anything resembling a charge.

It was altogether possible that many of the Moretti family soldiers had never laid eyes on their boss in person. Dominic couldn’t imagine running a family like that. He believed his men had to see him to know he supported them. But one could not deny Vincenzo Moretti’s success over the years. There might have been something to his leadership style, but Dominic was not willing to push his own morals and beliefs to such an extreme opposite.

A third man rose from the back of the limo, and that drew Dominic’s attention. He had never seen the man before. He was tall and broad-shouldered, barrel-chested, with a long, black ponytail that fell to the center of his back. He had olive skin and a prominent nose. And from the way he was looking in every direction, Dominic quickly ascertained he wasn’t from around here.

“Well, look at this motley fucking crew,” Vincenzo Moretti said with a smile on his face. He gestured at Dominic, his captains, and the multitude of Dominic’s soldiers, who stood out in front of the office just waiting for trouble.

It seemed as though there was some discontent passing between the soldiers of the two families. Dominic chalked it up to young men with a lot of pride and a tribalistic mentality that their family was the best there was.

He didn’t mind that. It helped sharpen their loyalty to him and the family as a whole. As long as none of them got trigger-happy and started an interstate war, Dominic had no issue with a little professional rivalry.

“Don Vincenzo,” Dominic said, putting on a fake, broad smile and opening his arms as if to say, welcome to my kingdom.

The old man continued to walk toward him, his gait strong for a man of his age. Ralph and one of the soldiers followed closely behind. They flanked Vincenzo like bodyguards, as though Dominic would be stupid enough to gun down their boss right in front of them.

“Dominic,” Vincenzo said upon reaching the New Jersey boss.

Dominic reached out and clasped the old man by the forearms in a show of respect that was not overly familiar. It hadn’t escaped his attention that the New York boss had failed to refer to him with the honorific of Don. That wasn’t surprising. In all the years since Dominic had taken over the New Jersey family, Vincenzo had never done him the honor of using that title. However, Dominic still chose to use it when referring to the old man because it was what Jack would have wanted.

His mentor always taught him the value of respect. He had been the father figure Dominic had always needed in his life. The crime boss was eternally grateful for every lesson Jack had bequeathed to him and had promised the old man on his deathbed that he would live by those lessons and use them to be an effective leader.

Jack had always told him that those who wanted respect gave respect. That was apparently not a value Vincenzo ever shared. But still, Dominic was determined to do the right thing.

“I hope the traffic wasn’t too bad,” Dominic said, stepping to the side and motioning toward the stairs so they could go inside and get down to business.

“Well, when you ride in comfort, you never notice such things,” Vincenzo said, gesturing back toward his limousine. “I don’t know how you stand driving yourself around, kid.”

It was a very obvious shot, and Dominic could tell that his captains had noticed. He could practically feel the wave of anger pouring off them, but he wasn’t worried. They were well trained, and they would never make a move without his say-so.

“Somehow, I manage,” Dominic said, keeping a polite smile on his face, though maybe not with the warmth one might’ve used when engaging in small talk with someone they liked in any way, shape, or form.

Instead of moving toward the office, Vincenzo turned and gestured back toward the man Dominic hadn’t recognized. He called the long-haired figure forward, and the man was soon approaching the two bosses with a steady, assured gait.

“Dominic, you have to meet our friend from the other side,” Vincenzo said.

Dominic’s eyebrows went up. The other side was code used among mafia families to talk about the old country—Italy. So, this man had come over from Italy, and he was important enough that Don Vincenzo was willing to let him ride in his personal limousine. Something was up here, and Dominic realized he had to be ready for anything.

He sized up this new arrival, noting that he looked to be in his late thirties to early forties. He was tall and looked strong. His legs were long, and he took equally long strides with each step. As he approached Dominic, there was not a hint of fear or hesitation in his eyes. It certainly wasn’t the kind of countenance Dominic was used to from potential business associates or connections he had no prior working relationship with.

Typically, connected guys approached one another with their guard up. Even when meeting with a potential ally, you always wanted to remain wary. This was quite common in a business that, more often than not, ended in betrayal and death. But not this man. He carried himself with a sort of light confidence, and there was something in his eyes that Dominic couldn’t quite place.

There was nothing overtly dangerous in his stare or in the pleasant smile he wore. But a feeling deep within Dominic, some sixth sense he had developed somewhere along the way, told him there was something not quite right about this individual. Something was imbalanced. But that might have just been his own anxieties plaguing him in the face of this surprise arrival.

“Dominic Deluca, meet Angelo Rossi,” Vincenzo said, gesturing back and forth between the two of them with a wide smile on his face.

“Ciao,” Angelo said, extending one large, long hand in Dominic’s direction.

“Ciao yourself,” Dominic said back with a smile, reaching out to grasp the newcomer by the hand.

He was surprised at the intensity of this man’s grip. He seized Dominic’s hand with the desperate strength of a drowning man. Of course, Dominic was no slouch in the strength department himself and returned the grip with equal intensity. All the while, he never broke his pleasant eye lock with the mysterious stranger.

“Angelo here is going to help us make a whole lot of money,” Vincenzo said, reaching out to pat Dominic on the arm as though he were a horse in a stable.

“Is he now?” Dominic asked, releasing the handshake while continuing to keep his eyes locked on Angelo Rossi. “Well, why don’t we go inside, open up a bottle of wine, and talk about it?”

Vincenzo didn’t respond. He simply nodded and gestured toward the office as though giving Dominic permission to move the meeting inside. The tug of war had begun early this time, and Dominic was determined to hold his own while maintaining a level of professionalism and respect.

The two bosses, followed closely by Rossi, made their way up the steps and into the office. They were followed by the various captains and consiglieri of their respective families. Once inside, Dominic gestured toward the long table situated near the kitchen.

“Have a seat, gentleman,” Dominic offered, moving to take his place at the head of the table.

Vincenzo took the seat directly opposite Dominic at the other end. He was flanked on either side by Angelo Rossi and Russo. Sitting beside Dominic were Giuseppe and Salvatore. He found it interesting that Rossi had taken the seat beside the old man and not his son. Dominic filed that away for later. It wasn’t worth thinking about just yet.

A few of the lower-level soldiers had followed them inside and began making their way around the table with an open bottle of red wine. They poured a small amount in every glass for every person who settled in around the table. Once everyone had been served, Dominic picked up his glass and raised it in a toast of respect.

“It’s always an honor when we can host our brothers from New York,” Dominic said, looking directly at the old man across from him. “May our continued partnership be mutually beneficial and profitable into the age when we’re all gone from this earth.”

“Salud,” Vincenzo said in recognition of Dominic’s words.

Everyone around the table echoed the word and raised their glasses. However, as came as no surprise to Dominic, no one from New York immediately moved to take a drink. Dominic then brought his glass up to his lips and took a sip, followed by all of his captains. After a second, Vincenzo and his men responded in kind.

Had the situation been reversed, and Dominic, along with his crew, had gone to New York, they would’ve waited for Vincenzo and his man to take the first sip. Their alliance was uneasy, and poison was not unheard of in some mafia circles to eliminate rivals or enemies.

“Very good,” Vincenzo said, gesturing at the wine and looking toward Angelo Rossi with his eyebrows raised.

Rossi responded in kind and gave a nod, as though he approved of Dominic’s choice of vintage.

“Now, let’s get down to business, shall we? I don’t want to keep you gentlemen from whatever important tasks you have laid out for the rest of the day.”

Dominic could almost hear a sort of mocking jeer carried along with those words. It had the same tone and feel of someone trying to reference an inside joke in public. He had no doubt that some of the Moretti captains were snickering inwardly.

Just get on with it and get the fuck out of here, old man, Dominic thought, so badly, wanting to voice that sentiment and spit it across the table.

“Well, Mr. Rossi here has come all this way because he represents a very specific group on the other side,” Vincenzo said. “And he seems to think we might have some opportunity here to secure merchandise for his organization and ship it overseas. Unfortunately, the New York City docks have gotten a little too hot, but we feel like there’s a lot of opportunity here in Jersey for acquisition and transportation. You’ve got those docks on lockdown, Dominic, and by bringing you on as a partner in this venture, we could stand to make some real money here.”

Vincenzo paused as if waiting for Dominic to say something. However, Dominic was not about to tip his hand just yet. The old man was being intentionally vague, and that worried him.

“We’re talking merchandise that’s six figures with every transaction,” Vincenzo said confidently, continuing unabated. “And the shipments Mr. Rossi is anticipating, given the ample supply in the area, could put us into eight, nine, even ten-figure sums with each ship.”

There was a collective murmur of excitement that passed around the table, both from Dominic’s side and Vincenzo’s. It seemed as though certain members of the Moretti organization weren’t aware of this potential deal. That meant the old man was keeping it close to the chest. But something about this was setting off warning alarms in Dominic’s head.

It had a lot to do with Angelo Rossi and the way his eyes had gone blank as Vincenzo had started his explanation. With every mention of merchandise, something seemed to stir in the mysterious stranger that unsettled Dominic to his very core.

“Well, that is certainly intriguing,” Dominic said with a nod, lifting his glass to take another sip of his wine. “Those are some big figures you’re tossing around there, Don Vincenzo. What exactly are we talking about here? Luxury cars? Weapons? Drugs?”

Dominic put his wineglass down and folded his hands in front of him patiently. He had a feeling deep in the ever-widening pit in his stomach that Vincenzo’s answer would involve none of these profitable ventures. The New York City Don smiled wildly at him, practically rubbing his hands together with anticipation.

“No, that’s the beauty of it,” Vincenzo said. “This is merchandise that’s self-replicating, and it’s something we have an overabundance of, particularly in this area.”

“What’s that?” Dominic asked, keeping his voice flat.

The room had gone deathly silent. The New Jersey boss had a good idea of where this was going, but he wanted the old man to be the one to say it.

“People,” Vincenzo Moretti said with reverence in his voice.

“What?” Dominic asked stiffly. Though that was the answer he was expecting, he still couldn’t believe it when the word came out of the old man’s mouth.

“People,” Vincenzo repeated with an even larger smile on his face. It was as though this were some delightful new recipe encountered online that he had never considered before.

Dominic’s jaw tightened, and his fingers wrapped around each other with such extreme intensity that his knuckles started to pop.

“It’s the single fastest-growing industry in the world today. Think of how many people are out there right now, clogging the streets, taking up room in hospitals and welfare lines. If we can siphon off even a fraction of that number, we’re looking at billions in profit.”

Dominic’s mouth had gone dry as his teeth ground together. He paid no mind to the reactions of his men around him or those of Vincenzo’s captains. Instead, his vision seemed to crystalize around the old man and his foreign accomplice.

Vincenzo seemed to be waiting for Dominic to respond, and the fact that he was smiling told Dominic that he assumed the New Jersey family would be thrilled at the potential opportunity. When Dominic didn’t answer right away, Angelo Rossi spoke up.

“The profit is there, just waiting for men of vision to come in,” he said in his thick accent. “And here? With all the poor, the homeless, the migrants that come in, the opportunity is… Como se dice? Infinite!” He was smiling now, but not in a way Dominic had ever seen a human being smile before. His lips peeled up, baring his teeth in a feral, predatory grin that could almost be a snarl.

“In Europe, we take constantly,” he continued, completely unbothered by the silence. “And because we take, we earn. We earn so much. My organization? We don’t worry about the cars, the guns, not even the drugs. The real money is in people. And the best thing about people is they are always making more.”

The Italian man’s mouth continued to move, but Dominic no longer heard anything that came out of it. The room felt like it was spinning around him, as if the entire foundation of the earth had somehow come undone. He couldn’t possibly be hearing the boss of a major respected crime family in the northeastern United States pitch what had just been uttered in this room.

Yes, it was true that they were criminals. They were the bad guys, according to society. But everything they did contributed to one great, undeniable goal.

Freedom.

Yes, they stole cars and sold drugs. They provided opportunities for gambling through illicit backroom casinos, card games, and sports betting.

But every driver had car insurance that protected them against theft. And while they sold drugs, Dominic believed that true freedom meant the freedom to do whatever it was you wanted with your body. If someone wanted to balloon up to 600 pounds and die of a heart attack by the time they were forty-five, he believed they had that right. In that same vein, he believed that if someone wanted to inject or otherwise imbibe chemicals, they also had that right.

Freedom to live also meant the freedom to make bad choices and the freedom to die.

As for the gambling, he simply gave grown men and women the option to make a wager. There were plenty of regulars who made bets. And whether they won or lost, they fulfilled their end of the deal. That was their right. Risk versus reward. And those who made bets they couldn’t back up paid the consequences for their dishonesty like a grown-ass adult should.

Aside from that, they ran operations like insurance fraud and calling card scams. These were crimes in which they stole from large companies, not people.

Simply put, Dominic didn’t prey upon everyday people. He never did things for the sake of cruelty, and he never ever violated his moral code in this regard. What was being suggested here by this old man and the European monster he had brought into their midst was the sickest, most depraved crime that a human being could commit upon another.

Rossi was still talking energetically about the opportunity and all the massive profits they could stand to gain from working alongside his organization overseas. But Dominic had entertained this for long enough. He now began to look around the table and saw that his own men had gone pale with shock at what was being suggested. Even some of Moretti’s men looked as though that had been the last thing they were expecting.

When he could stand no more, Dominic simply raised a hand and held his palm out to silence Rossi and re-take control of the conversation.

Before getting down to business, there was something he wanted to ask. He knew deep down that he really didn’t want the answer. Still, though, Dominic felt he had to ask. He could feel every eye around the table turn to him. This included his men, Moretti’s men, and, of course, the old man himself, along with Rossi. Angelo was smiling at him now, as though he could not imagine any other answer than emphatic agreement.

“These people you’re talking about,” Dominic said, gesturing to Angelo. “What are we talking about here? Who are they? What kind of demographics are fetching you big money?”

“Oh, you know,” he said, waving his hand about as though this were the most natural thing to talk about. “Women mostly. They get a high price. The Asian markets go crazy for white ones. And if it’s a virgin, then that’s easily a quarter million dollars.”

Vincenzo continued to smile along in approval, and Dominic continued to feel his rage stir into a white-hot, blazing inferno of dazzling, scorching hate.

“Then, of course, you have the little ones,” Angelo said as a devilishly delighted smile slowly started to spread over his face. “For them…there’s big, big money in them.”

The way he said it caused something to snap in Dominic’s heart. His mind flashed to the untold children this monster had snatched away from their families and sold off to God only knew who. What was more, Dominic could tell just by the sound of his voice and the oddly delighted twinkle in his eyes that his interest in this particular subsection of his “product” was something of a personal passion.

Instantly, Dominic hated this man more than any other human being he’d ever encountered in this world. He hated him more than he hated his father, who had beaten and tormented his family for so many years. And he hated him more than the disgusting old blowhard he was sitting next to. This was a new level of hatred, some deep, dark depth of pure malevolent fury that human beings weren’t supposed to experience.

He began to understand what was happening. The shadow that had always risen up to guide Dominic through his business was being overtaken by Dominic Deluca, the husband and father. Both Dominic and the shadow he was forced to become hated this man for what he was doing on the other side of the world.

He thought about the children of New Jersey blissfully living their lives. In this scenario, they would have the last of their innocence stolen away and snuffed out at the hands of a true monster, one far more evil and sadistic than any that might have dwelled beneath their beds in some mystical fantasy story.

Parents always tried to tell their children there was no such thing as monsters. But that was a lie. It was a convenient life for sure, but a lie all the same. Monsters were real, and they were far more terrifying in real life than they could ever be in a storybook. And now Dominic Deluca was sitting across from one.

Finally, his mind settled on Isabella. He thought about her adorable seven-year-old smile, that innocence and unbridled joy that she brought to every day of her life. And then his mind started to play out a far more sinister and unthinkable scenario. One in which his daughter was caught up in a scheme like this, winding up in the clutches of a sinister demon like the one who had walked through his door today.

That was his breaking point. It was the final straw. It was the moment in which the father and the shadow commingled into one being of fire and fury. He wanted nothing more, in that moment, than to sharply stand up and draw his gun. He wanted to point and shoot and take this maniac out of the world forever.

But a more sensible part of him remained and knew that he couldn’t do that. Despite his overwhelming rage, despite the lust for blood that rose up in his gut, he understood that to stand suddenly and draw his weapon would cause the Moretti goons to do the same. The ensuing firefight would take him out and likely most, if not all, of his men. He couldn’t do that, but he could put a stop to this in a different way.

Dominic slammed one meaty hand down against the surface of the table, cutting Rossi off mid-sentence and causing the entire group around him to reach reflexively for their weapons. No one drew a gun, however. But Vincenzo was sitting back in his chair, wide-eyed with shock. Dead silence fell over the room, and Dominic’s eyes locked onto Angelo Rossi as if they were the only two people left on Earth. Rossi didn’t look surprised or fearful in any way at Dominic’s sudden movement. Instead, he seemed to be only mildly curious and offered a slight tilt of his head.

“Get out,” Dominic hissed through clenched teeth.

“Excuse me?” Rossi asked, as though he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

“Get the fuck out,” Dominic growled with a quaking fury behind his words that sounded as though it could shake the entire earth. “Get out of my office. Get off my construction site. Get out of my state. Get out of my country, you sick fuck.”

Angelo’s eyebrows went up, but not one single muscle in his body tensed in any way.

“Whoa, whoa,” Vincenzo said, starting to rise from his seat with his hands up as though to calm the situation. “That’s my guest you’re talking to, kid.”

But Dominic’s eyes landed on him as well. He pointed one thick finger in the old man’s direction and gave him a scowl that could curdle fresh milk. “You get out, too, you old fuck,” Dominic practically roared, glaring at the old man and letting over a decade of frustration pour out of him.

“What the fuck did you just say to me?” Vincenzo asked in infuriated astonishment. “Who the fuck do you think you’re talking to right now, cocksucker?”

“You heard me, you geriatric cunt,” Dominic roared as the Moretti men stood at the ready, waiting to see if they were going to be ordered into battle. “You and me, this little douchebag dance you like to do when you walk in here like you’re some goddamn king? It’s over now. You bring this degenerate freak into my house and onto my turf? You try to tell me that I should join you in kidnapping women and children so sick fucks like this can have their way with them? No, who the fuck do you think you’re talking to right now?”

Vincenzo’s face contorted into a look of utter astonishment and unfathomable rage. Dominic wondered when the last time was that someone had spoken to the old man like that. It likely hadn’t occurred within the New Jersey boss’s lifetime.

“I came in here as a friend. Looking to let you in on big money. And you speak to me like that?” Vincenzo spat on the table. “You’re no friend no more, you hear me? Do you think you can talk to me like that? Talk to my guest like that? Do you think any man talks to me like that and walks away?”

“If you want to threaten me in my own house, old man, how about we make it interesting?” Dominic said, standing up slowly and spreading his arms wide. “I’ll give you one shot for free. But you better make sure that first shot puts me down because you will only have one shot.”

The room was deathly still as the defiant challenge settled between the two crime lords. Every eye in the room swiveled toward Vincenzo to see what he was about to do. Sure, he was old and lacked physical strength, but it didn’t take any discernible might to pull the trigger of a gun. It was clear that Vincenzo was carrying, but Dominic started to wonder when the last time the old man had actually fired a weapon was.

For a moment, Dominic started to wonder if the old man was actually going to do it. He looked utterly infuriated, well past the point of reason or self-control, so what was stopping him? Why wasn’t he taking his shot? Maybe it was because he was scared. Even standing there with no weapon in hand, Dominic was still an imposing physical presence. And perhaps even through his righteous anger, the old man understood that firing a weapon at the boss of a rival family could only lead to full-on war.

Additionally, once the shot rang out, everyone in the room would start shooting, and there was a good chance that nothing would be left alive.

Everyone seated around the table was sitting bolt upright and leaning forward, expecting to leap into action at any second. The only person who was relaxed within the space was Angelo Rossi, who continued to lean back in his chair, one leg crossed over the other, while regarding the standoff with nothing more than a raised eyebrow of curiosity.

“What are you waiting for?” Dominic asked. “Take your shot.”

Vincenzo looked like he wanted to more than anything else in the world. Dominic had probably stirred the first real emotion in that man outside of a few unprofitable days in decades.

Finally, Vincenzo slowly stood from his seat, and there was a brief, tense moment when the two bosses simply glared at one another through a silence so thick that it seemed to form a fog between them.

Vincenzo slowly shook his head. Without a word, he motioned for his men to follow and turned his back on Dominic. Together, the Moretti crime family walked out of the room. The last one to follow was Angelo Rossi. But before he followed Vincenzo through the doorway out into the light of day, he turned and offered Dominic a single wink, as though they shared some kind of dark secret.

Dominic’s jaw clenched so tight that he thought his teeth might snap in half. But it only lasted a moment longer as Angelo Rossi turned and followed the Moretti crime family out of Dominic Deluca’s office for the last time. The door slammed shut behind them, leaving only Dominic and his captains in the room.

“Holy shit.” Giuseppe was sweating more than usual, and the entire front of his shirt was drenched.

“Now what?” Marco said, looking expectantly at his old friend. “What happens now?”

Dominic’s answer was simple. “War.”
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Pulling away from the construction site, Vincenzo Moretti felt as though his pristine black limousine was no longer a shark swooping its way through the ocean in search of prey. Now, it felt like a sad, beaten dog, limping away from a fight with its tail down between its legs.

It made him hate the state-of-the-art vehicle. It made him want to tear the entire thing apart with his bare hands and heave the pieces off a cliff or into the heart of a blazing volcano. The interior of the limousine was silent, save for the harsh, strong exhalations wafting through Vincenzo’s flared nostrils.

“That motherless sad sack of shit!” he finally raged, still utterly shocked that Dominic had spoken to him in such a way. No one spoke to Vincenzo Moretti like that. Absolutely no one.

“Pop, remember what you said about anger,” Ralph offered, and Vincenzo wasn’t sure whether this was a sincere attempt at helping him or an opportunistic jab meant to rub his nose into his own words from just a few hours ago.

If it was his son trying to belittle him or undermine him in any way, that meant Dominic’s defiance back in the office had weakened the mystique and legend that was Vincenzo Moretti. That was something he could never put up with. Vincenzo leaned to the side and slapped Ralph across the face as hard as he could.

Ralph recoiled with the blow, his head snapping back instantly with a look of sudden defiant rage flashing there for just a fraction of a second. It evaporated quickly, though, and Ralph suddenly looked horrified and embarrassed. He turned his head so as not to meet his father’s gaze directly.

“Don’t you dare talk to me about anger, you pathetic little shit!” Moretti roared in fury.

Even at his advanced age, it was good to see that he still invoked fear in his son. Ralph was cowering now, practically in the fetal position, as he tried to create as much distance from his father as humanly possible.

“You just sat there as useless as tits on a boar while that ungrateful fuck spoke to me like that! What happened? Did you think it was funny? Did you enjoy watching someone stand up to your old man? Is that why you just sat there and let it happen like the pathetic little weasel I’ve known you are since you were three years old?”

Ralph said nothing in the wake of his father’s anger. He simply shrank away until he was all but nothing. Then, a new sound rose up to fill the cabin. It was laughter. Vincenzo’s head snapped toward the source of it like a bird of prey, sensing movement on the ground below.

It was coming from Angelo Rossi. He was chuckling to himself, and soon, that chuckle turned into uproarious laughter. He clutched his stomach as though the intensity of his amusement was causing him physical pain. That did nothing to quell the fire that raged within Vincenzo. However, he still had enough sense within him to remember who this man was and what he was capable of.

Few people in this world actually scared Vincenzo Moretti. He considered himself big and bad, and he was the biggest and baddest around. However, with what he knew about Rossi and the way he handled disappointments and disagreements back in the old country, he wasn’t quick to make an enemy of the man.

Instead, Vincenzo simply stared at Rossi in disbelief. How could he be laughing at a time like this? How could he be laughing when their entire plan had just blown up in their faces so spectacularly? Why wasn’t he infuriated? Why wasn’t he already putting that sadistic mind of his into play to figure out how they were going to turn this around? What the hell was wrong with him?

“What’s so funny?” Vincenzo finally found the nerve to ask. However, he managed to level out his voice to address Angelo with the kind of respect he was due.

“That man,” Angelo said between fits of laughter. He pointed at Vincenzo with a snort. “He call you cunt.”

Vincenzo’s face grew hot as that word echoed through his mind over and over again. Of all the things to call him, he couldn’t believe Dominic had sunk so low.

In the past, Vincenzo had men’s eyeballs ripped out for lesser offenses. The ongoing sound of Angelo’s laughter only made him angrier. Not only had Dominic disrespected him, but he had embarrassed him in front of an honored guest.

He had made Vincenzo look weak in front of a new business associate. Vincenzo’s ongoing ability to do business with this man relied solely on the level of respect he carried for the American boss. And now, thanks to some welp from New Jersey who thought he was a boss, that respect was called into question.

“Oh, that man,” Angelo said, pointing back out the window in the direction they were coming from. “He’s funny man. He’s stupid man, but he is also funny.”

Vincenzo wrapped his brain around the situation. What could he say now to Angelo that might in some way salvage this business relationship? It would be impossible to move forward without the backing of New Jersey. He hadn’t been kidding when he had said that the New York docks had become too hot to move such valuable cargo. The Feds were watching everything that came and went through New York Harbor. The only way to move even the minimum amount of merchandise Angelo had said would make this a viable venture for his organization would be to use the facilities throughout New Jersey.

But that was impossible now.

He was still shocked that Dominic had reacted so violently. Why did he care so much about what happened to these people? Dominic had a reputation for having some kind of strong moral code that he led by. Vincenzo had always found that concept to be ridiculous. They were liars, thieves, cheats, and killers. Dominic had more blood on his hands than just about anyone Vincenzo had ever heard of who rose through the ranks of organized crime.

There was a time back when old Jack ran things in New Jersey that Dominic was nothing more than a cold-blooded killer. He had been Jack’s enforcer for many years, doing the dirty work that others might have balked at. And now he wanted to get high and mighty with Vincenzo over a bunch of unknown women and children? When there were billions of dollars on the line? Literally billions! How could he be so shortsighted? How could his moral code override his duty as a businessman so spectacularly? It was a master class in self-destruction as far as Vincenzo was concerned.

“Don’t worry,” was the first thing Vincenzo could think to say to Angelo as he continued to laugh. “We’ll find another way to move your merchandise out of Europe.”

Angelo stopped laughing very suddenly and looked at Vincenzo in confusion. “What you mean another way?” he asked with a legitimately befuddled expression on his face. “We use docks in New Jersey, like you say.”

Vincenzo cursed under his breath. He had been worried about this. Was the language barrier keeping Angelo from understanding what had just happened? Was he unable to realize that they had just failed spectacularly in securing the transport needed to make this dream a reality? Did he actually think that meeting had gone well? And did Vincenzo now have to break the bad news to him here in this limo?

“Angelo,” Vincenzo said slowly, as if trying to explain this to a child, “we can’t use the docks in New Jersey. I didn’t think it would happen, but Dominic actually refused us in there. We need to find another way.”

Angelo was looking at him very seriously now. The man from across the ocean had suddenly taken on a blank expression that seemed to bully its way through Vincenzo’s heart and out the other side in a way that chilled him to the bone.

Then, suddenly, Angelo smiled at him and shook his head as though Vincenzo had just told him some great new joke. “No,” he said after a long moment. “No, we still use New Jersey docks for shipment.”

Vincenzo was starting to get frustrated now. He wasn’t used to failure, and he certainly was not used to having to explain failure to someone this many times.

“Angelo,” Vincenzo said, trying to find the right words to fully explain the situation to his new business partner. “Dominic controls those docks, and he said he’s not going to let us use them.”

Angelo simply smiled in response. “Yes, I know,” Angelo said, with a roll of his eyes that never broke his unwavering smile. “I was there. I watch the big man call you a cunt.”

Vincenzo winced again and fought the urge to growl in frustration. Was he so sure of Vincenzo’s power and authority on this side of the Atlantic that he believed nothing to be beyond his grasp? Vincenzo had to admit he liked the way that sounded; however, he still needed to operate in reality. And the reality of the situation was that this potential transportation source had been cut off. There was nothing he could do to change that.

“Then you know there’s nothing I can do,” Vincenzo said in frustration.

Angelo narrowed his eyes and tilted his head at Vincenzo, as though trying to solve a math problem written on his face. He seemed almost bewildered by Vincenzo’s very existence at that moment.

“What you talking about?” Angelo asked. “There’s plenty to do.”

This time, Vincenzo actually threw up his hands in frustration. Today had truly been a low point in his career, and this man was certainly not making it any easier. It seemed as though he was going to have to explain this one more time, and if it still wasn’t sinking in for Angelo by then, Vincenzo wasn’t sure what he was going to do short of hiring a pilot to write it in the sky.

“You don’t understand,” Vincenzo said before Angelo held one hand up to silence him.

Vincenzo instantly stopped talking when he saw the look on Rossi’s face. It was no longer one of gentle amusement, and there was certainly no more laughter. There was not even the ghost of a smile remaining. Instead, Angelo Rossi’s face was a perfect, blank nothingness. It had gone suddenly hard and cold like a snap freeze that became an impenetrable glacier.

Throughout his career, Vincenzo Moretti had met many cold, sadistic sons of bitches. He had broken bread with sociopaths and serial killers. He had entertained rapists and soulless psychopaths. But never in his wildest nightmares had he ever seen a more empty, dark, cold void than in that moment. When he stared into the eyes of Angelo Rossi, Vincenzo felt as though he were staring at the universe itself at the end of time, when every star that had ever existed suddenly blinked out.

“No, you don’t understand,” Angelo said, but something had shifted in his voice. He spoke with a detached authority that commanded the situation entirely and completely swallowed any response or interjection Vincenzo might have offered. “We kill big man. We make him pay for insult. We make him hurt and scream and burn in fires he lit today. Then we take his territory, and we use it for our purpose. Two shares instead of three. You understand, yes?”

Vincenzo’s mind reeled with the implications of what Rossi was saying. To kill the boss of a family, even a New Jersey family, would create a massive explosion that sent shockwaves through the entire criminal underworld. The only possible response was full-out war—going to the mattresses, as it was called. Mob wars were long, bloody, tragic affairs that saw heavy casualties on both sides. During a war, a boss was in tremendous amounts of danger. All niceties and rules of engagement were thrown out the window, and anyone could be a target at any time.

The worst thing about a mob war was that they were expensive. The families spent so much time fighting one another that they completely ignored operations. As a result, less money was made, more expenses mounted, and business as a whole suffered.

Vincenzo wanted to disagree, wanted to find another solution with Angelo. But Rossi was not asking him if they should kill Dominic. That much was clear to Vincenzo. He was telling him they were going to, and the look in his eye told Vincenzo straight away that “no” was not an answer he was willing to hear.

The New York crime boss swallowed hard, his mind reeling with the implications of an all-out war. “I understand,” he said with a shuddering breath and a frantic nod of his head. “Yes.”
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As the sun was setting over the construction site, Dominic found himself in his office with Salvatore. They had spoken very little throughout the day following their eventful meeting with New York. It had gone about as bad as any meeting ever in the entire history of organized crime.

Sal had been quiet for most of the day, which usually meant that he had quite a bit he wanted to say. However, Sal was a good consigliere, and he didn’t just offer advice without being asked. Dominic, however, was feeling stubborn and already knew what Sal was going to say.

He was going to admonish Dominic for the way he had handled Moretti, completely destroying any future relationship they might’ve had with New York. Not only that, but Dominic was also risking an all-out war with a very powerful, very old, and very entrenched mafia family. The entire thing was a complete disaster, and Dominic honestly had no idea how to pull his organization out of it.

War was costly in both money and lives. It would also completely destroy any peace of mind he might have had. Dominic would have to remain on high alert at all times in the event of an all-out war. That meant he wouldn’t be able to retreat inward and let Dominic, the husband and father, out for extended periods of time. Instead, he would have to remain in the darkness, in the mud, where the fighting was at its most intense.

He quickly decided that he didn’t care. What Vincenzo had brought into this office was nothing short of pure evil. Sure, there were many who would have said that about him. The grieving widows of former associates and gamblers who ran afoul of his operations likely considered Dominic to be the greatest villain to have ever lived. Dominic was ruthless and determined to continue on his path. That much was undeniable. But he was not evil, at least not in the way a man like Rossi was. And if Rossi was pure, demonic evil, what did that make Vincenzo for supporting him?

At the very least, the old man no longer had any conscience whatsoever. It was not possible to advocate for what Vincenzo had suggested today and still call yourself a fully realized human being. Dominic wondered if the old crime boss had always been like that. Had there been a time when he might have scoffed at such a proposal the way Dominic had today?

If Vincenzo ever had a moral compass, it was long since buried under decades of greed and corruption. Once again, the old man was serving as a cautionary tale for Dominic. He was the line that couldn’t be crossed.

Dominic was pulled from his thoughts by Sal once more walking across the room in front of his desk. This time, he was moving toward the kitchen, where he opened the refrigerator and pulled out a slice of cheese that he started to eat.

“I know what you’re trying to do, Sal,” Dominic said with a slow shake of his head.

Sal raised his eyebrows from the kitchen and leaned back against the closed refrigerator. He swallowed the mouth full of cheese he had been chewing and shrugged at his boss. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Sal said defensively. “I was just hungry, is all.”

Dominic rolled his eyes. “Right,” he said with a heavy sigh. “And the last six times you put yourself directly in my line of sight?”

“Legitimate reasons, for every one,” he said, making a cross over his heart.

Dominic barked out a short laugh. “What were they then?” he asked.

Sal shrugged. “Well, I don’t remember now,” he said, knowing he’d been caught. “Have I really gotten that obvious?”

“Not to a normal person, I guess,” Dominic said with a shrug. “But I’ve known you a long time, Sal. I know when you’ve got something you want to say to me. So, out with it. Tell me everything you’ve been dying to tell me all day.”

Salvatore looked relieved as he crossed the room and pulled out a chair opposite Dominic’s desk. He settled into it and sat with his hands folded in his lap, giving his boss a long, hard stare. Dominic could practically hear the gears turning in his head as Sal worked out what exactly he needed to say and how exactly he needed to frame it.

Dominic braced inwardly, waiting for the lecture to begin. He was prepared to hear about how he had endangered the family and all operations currently underway. He was ready to hear his most trusted advisor tell him that he needed to call up that evil old man, beg forgiveness, and make reparations to earn it. Dominic and Sal each took a deep breath at the same time, and Sal opened his mouth to speak.

“I was damn proud of you today, skipper,” Sal said, and Dominic practically fell out of his chair from shock.

“Are you kidding me?” Dominic asked with a laugh of disbelief.

Sal simply nodded in response.

“You’re not gonna sit here and tell me that I was unnecessarily harsh and that I put everyone in danger?”

“No, I’m not,” Sal replied simply. “What that old fuck came in here with was beyond anything I could’ve possibly imagined. It was nasty shit, skipper. It was shit that no self-respecting family should ever be getting involved with. And I think you said to Moretti exactly what every one of his men has been dying to say to him for years.

“And then I’ll tell you another thing. What I’m telling you right now, that’s how all the captains feel. And you know how this crap spreads around. These guys, they gossip like a bunch of teenage girls. By now, the whole family knows about what you did today, about how you stood up for their mothers, their wives, their sisters, and their kids. You did the right thing.”

“And if it leads to war with New York?” Dominic asked, looking for a more tactical appraisal of the situation.

Sal was speaking from the heart, which was very unlike him in a scenario like this. “If it does, then it does,” Dominic’s advisor said. “If my wallet gets a little lighter and it keeps my daughter safe from people like that European prick? You better believe I’ll go to war for that, skipper.”

Dominic felt the urge to give a visible sigh of relief in front of Sal. Thankfully, he was able to fight it off. Instead, all he did was give a nod and a thoughtful stare. It felt good to know that his men backed the decision he had made in the heat of the moment and that they collectively had his back. It was one less thing to worry about. However, that didn’t mean there was nothing to worry about. Far from it.

“If it does come to war,” Dominic said, knowing that Sal would shoot straight with him at all times, “do you think we’re prepared?”

Sal sucked on his teeth for a second as he considered this question. The time it took for him to think about their chances was, in all likelihood, around fifteen seconds. But to Dominic, it felt like fifteen years of pure agony.

“They’ve got deeper pockets than us, and I know they think they have more men than us,” Sal said carefully and deliberately. “But I think we’re going to surprise them. I don’t think the sons of bitches will know what hit them if they try to push at us. And then there’s the subject of loyalty.”

“Loyalty?” Dominic asked with a raised eyebrow. “You don’t think our men are loyal?”

Sal laughed at that. “Our men?” Sal asked. “Our men are the most fiercely loyal motherfuckers you could want backing you in a fight. You’ve won their loyalty a buncha times over, skip. It wasn’t the loyalty of our soldiers I was talking about. It’s the loyalty of theirs.”

Dominic leaned forward with interest. “What do you mean?” Dominic asked. “The Morettis are one of the oldest families in the country. They’ve had loyal soldiers following them for decades. Positions in that organization are passed down from father to son going back eight generations. You don’t think they’re loyal?”

“If you had asked me that question yesterday, I would’ve said they were probably the most loyal soldiers a family could have,” Sal said quickly. “But I don’t think you were looking at them while you were screaming at their boss. They definitely didn’t know what they were doing here. It looked like even Russo didn’t know, and when they heard it, they couldn’t hide how shocked they were.

“The only ones who seemed to have a damn idea about what was going on with the old man were the European freak and that hell-spawn, Ralph. The old man went off the deep end on this one, and I’m pretty sure he sacrificed a lot of the loyalty he’s built up over the decades by doing so.”

“Do you think we might be able to pull some over to our side?” Dominic asked, suddenly feeling as though they had the ghost of a chance.

Sal crossed his arms and seemed to give that some real thought. “I don’t know,” he said honestly. “I think it might be worth a try. They’re disillusioned, but they might be too scared to cross the old man. You know how hot that fire burns, and after today, I don’t think anyone is gonna be in a rush to fuck with him.”

“So, the best-case scenario is we’re outnumbered by a bunch of guys who don’t wanna fight,” Dominic said reflectively.

“Well, we can put out some feelers and see what the mood is on the street,” Sal replied, and Dominic nodded.

“Make that happen, Sal,” he replied, knowing his loyal advisor would do whatever it took to leave no stone unturned. “Start sending Marco out to take the temperature on the streets. If the old man is planning a move, I want to know about it before it happens.”

“He’s already pounding the pavement,” Sal said, nodding in return. “Should we bother having Giuseppe reach out to try to smooth this over?”

Dominic had also considered this, but he had an answer chambered and ready to go. “No,” he said quickly. “You tell him to send one last message to that old prick. Tell him that the bridge to Jersey is officially burned for him and anyone who works for him. As long as he doesn’t cross that tunnel, we won’t look for any trouble with him. But if he wants to fight, we’re not backing down. If we so much see one of his capos poke their faces out of the Holland Tunnel, we burn that whole city to the ground.”
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As Maria slid the blade of her chef’s knife through a fresh onion, she let the rhythmic sound of the metal hitting the wood of her cutting board soothe her at the end of a long day. As was always the case, she wasn’t sure whether or not Dominic would be home for dinner tonight. She always set a place for him, and when he wasn’t able to make it, she would wrap the plate in plastic wrap and refrigerate it for him so he could have it when he got home.

Tonight, she was really hoping he would make an appearance at the dinner table. Yesterday had been beyond perfect. He had stayed home with her and Isabella with no responsibilities to pull him away. Dominic played with his daughter and ate all three meals at the table with his family. Then he had some very special quality time with Maria after Isabella had gone to sleep. That had been a particularly pleasant experience, as it had been some time since they had an opportunity to enjoy one another as husband and wife.

Honestly, she had been spoiled by it, even though it had lasted for such a short time. She found it odd that one could become used to something after just a single day. When he left this morning, Maria had felt the pain of that loss. She had wanted more than anything to have a repeat of the previous day. And when that didn’t happen, she felt a sort of sliding sadness that had been growing throughout the afternoon.

Maria wasn’t sure where it came from, but something in her was under the impression that yesterday was about as good as it would ever get for her family. Everything was downhill from there. It was a silly feeling based on nothing more than her own anxiety. But she couldn’t shake the overwhelming sadness that wrapped itself around her heart all day. And unfortunately, she wasn’t the only one in this house who had longed for Dominic to stay home for a second day in a row.

“When’s Daddy coming home?” Isabella asked from the dining room table where she sat coloring in one of the new coloring books they had bought for her birthday.

Maria sighed, reaching the very limits of her patience. It wasn’t uncommon for Isabella to ask about Dominic and when he would be coming home. But it typically only happened once or twice in a day. This was maybe the twelfth time since waking up that Isabella had asked after her father.

“I don’t know, sweetie,” Maria said, trying to keep an element of sweetness in her voice. “He might not be home till very late; in which case you’ll see him tomorrow.”

“Oh,” came her short reply. It was just one word, one tiny syllable. So, how, then, was her daughter able to coat it so heavily in overwhelming sadness?

Maria’s heart broke for Isabella at that moment. She had done a lot of developmental growing in the last year. Dominic had always taken her birthday as a vacation day, no matter what. And every year, the three of them had an absolute blast together as a family. However, up until this year, Isabella never thought much about it after the fact. But now, entering her seventh year, she was starting to make those connections and feeling a longing for connection and closeness from her dad.

Maria hated to admit it to herself, but a small part of her was starting to wonder whether it would have been better for Dominic to have just gone to work yesterday. For while those moments of transcendent joy had been pure bliss, these moments of crushing sadness shattered her heart to pieces.

Dominic’s presence, or lack thereof, was something Isabella was going to have to come to accept over time. Eventually, when she and her friends at the school started to talk about their parents, Isabella would learn that it wasn’t normal for a little girl’s father to sometimes vanish for days on end with no explanation. That would lead to questions Maria had been dreading since the moment she had first discovered she was pregnant.

Of course, the more horrifying concept for Maria was that any questions Isabella might have about her father and what he truly did when he vanished from the house might be answered not by her parents but by some overzealous brat in school. Dominic was a well-known figure throughout the state, and Isabella had a very famous last name. Eventually, as they got older, her classmates would start to connect the dots. Maybe they would hear something from their parents or just recognize the name and ask a question. What then could Maria do when some school child told Isabella that her father was a criminal? And not just a criminal but the unquestioned and unchallenged king of criminals within all of New Jersey.

What could she possibly say to that? What could she possibly do on the day her daughter inevitably came home crying because someone at school told her that her daddy was a killer? Would she ever look at Dominic the same way again? As much as the thought of it broke Maria’s heart, she knew it would be a million times worse for Dominic.

He left his work at the door when he came home for the day. It was a promise he had made her from the earliest days of the relationship. How upsetting would it be for him to come home one day and find that, through no fault of his own, his work had snuck in through the door and was waiting for him where he was most vulnerable?

They often discussed what they were going to do on the day Isabella confronted them about these matters. There was no easy solution. When Dominic first asked his father about the nature of his work, his father had responded with violence, telling him that he shouldn’t ask questions he wasn’t prepared to know the answers to. She had never met Dominic’s father and was happy for it. He sounded like an absolute pig of a human and someone who was better off burning in hell. She knew Dominic would agree if they ever actually talked about his father. It wasn’t a subject he liked to bring up. That was particularly true when it came to comparisons or parallels drawn between Dominic and the man who had partially raised him.

In many ways, they lived a very charmed life. They had a big house on the nice side of town with every material want a family might have. They drove nice cars. They had nice clothes. When the time came for their daughter to head off to college, it would be entirely paid for. That was comfort Maria had never known in her life. Growing up, she had watched her parents struggle, fight, and stress themselves into early graves, all over money.

She and Dominic didn’t have those problems. But she supposed that to live a truly perfect life with no problems whatsoever was impossible. Problems waited for every couple, every parent, every well-intentioned adult who wanted to start a family built on love.

Theirs just happened to be very unique. Problems for them were rival mafia families and federal agents. The issues their child would face centered around the eyes of the world locked onto their family and the realization that she was part of a system that ultimately took advantage of people.

Maria had moments where she struggled with that herself. But those moments were fewer and farther far between as more years ticked by. Eventually, she came to understand that Dominic never intentionally hurt people. There was never any cruelty behind his actions. He had explained it to her once as grown people making choices, and that had helped her ultimately come around to what he did and where he went every day.

He never forced anyone to place a bet on a sporting event or sit down at the card table to gamble with money they didn’t have. Those people willingly entered into these situations, and those who got themselves in too deep had done that to themselves. She hoped that someday Isabella would be able to see it like that. Such a realization made the clothes and jewelry she wore feel slightly less heavy.

“Will Daddy be home before bedtime?” Isabella asked from the dining room table.

Maria stopped chopping the onion and gathered the last of her patience into her heart before responding. “I don’t know, baby,” she said, trying to inject some kindness into her voice. “I hope so, but I’m not sure.”

“Oh,” Isabella said with that same crushing disappointment.

She wanted reassurance. She wanted a happy ending to the day. But Maria couldn’t lie to her. She never would. Maria sniffled and reached up to wipe a tear out of her eye. She wasn’t sure if that tear was the result of the onion she was chopping or her own tumultuous emotions that continued to rage out of control, telling her that some line somewhere had been irrevocably crossed. Could it possibly be true that from this moment on, nothing was ever going to get any better?

Before she could focus too heavily on that silent question, she heard the door start to open at the front of the house. Isabella heard it, too, and her little face broke into a jubilant frenzy.

“Daddy!” she screamed, practically throwing her crayons down on the table as she leaped from the chair and sprinted for the door.

Maria turned and saw Dominic standing there in the entryway to the house. She gave him a smile and waited for him to return it with that same warmth. She wanted him to greet their daughter and make her night before coming into the kitchen, giving her one of his classic blue-eyed smiles, wrapping her in his strong arms, and telling her that everything was going to be all right.

But Dominic didn’t look all right. He didn’t look happy or relieved to be home. He forced a smile as Isabella bounded into the front hallway and jumped up and into his arms.

“Hey, baby girl,” he said, giving her a long kiss on the cheek and holding her in the air against his chest. Dominic had his eyes closed as he rested his face against the top of Isabella’s head and kissed her there gently. His hand rested on the back of her head, and he stroked her hair over and over again as if he were afraid to let go.

Maria felt her blood turn to ice in her veins, and she started to bring her hands together, nervously intertwining her fingers.

There was something very off about Dominic. Something she had never seen before. He looked pale, like he might’ve been coming down with a cold. But at the same time, his relief at walking through the door was practically nonexistent. Every day when he came home, she could feel waves of relief cascading off him. He was in a place of love and safety. A place where he could just be himself and experience all life had to offer. However, that wasn’t the case here. And with startling realization, she figured out what she saw in his face.

It was fear. Dominic was afraid.
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Dominic wasn’t sure what had come over him. He just stood there in the doorway, holding Isabella in his arms, and something about that moment gripped him with such severity that he refused to let her go. It was almost as though he was afraid if he were to release her, she would float away out of his grip and out of his life forever.

It was then that he noticed his knees were shaking.

“Daddy, I made you a picture,” Isabella said, pulling back to look her father in the face. She couldn’t seem to sense that something was off about him, but glancing past her for just a moment, Dominic could tell that Maria had clocked it.

His wife was standing with her hands clasped together in front of her stomach, fingers intermingling with one another as she played with her engagement ring and wedding band. That was one of Maria’s more regular nervous habits. It was something he’d noticed her do many times over the years whenever events were starting to spin out of her control.

Was it just because she noticed something strange about him? Or had she somehow heard something about the day’s events? Dominic couldn’t be sure by just looking at her, but he truly hoped that she hadn’t somehow heard something she wasn’t supposed to. He wasn’t certain how she might have known. But his mind traveled back to his conversation with Sal earlier in the day about how the grown men under his employ liked to gossip like teenage girls. Maybe one of them had said something to a wife, who, in turn, said something to Maria. If that were the case, and she had been standing there trying to keep her composure, knowing what kind of danger her husband might’ve been in, Dominic would be highly displeased.

Of course, there was only one way to find out. He would have to ask her, but in a way that didn’t immediately give away what had happened should she not actually know.

“Daddy,” Isabella said, more insistent this time.

That drew his attention back to her. Her little face was scrunched up with annoyance that she’d had to repeat herself. Dominic had to laugh at himself. It was the first genuine laugh he had all day. It might be the last one he had for a while.

“You made a picture?” he asked, and her face lit up once again.

“Yeah!” she exclaimed with excitement, starting to squirm in his arms to get free so she might show him.

Dominic gently put her on the floor, and she immediately reached out to grab him by the hand. Her hand was so small, so delicate. She wasn’t even able to truly hold his just yet. All she could do was grab onto one of his thick fingers and pull him along toward the dining room.

Dominic could still feel Maria’s eyes burrowing into him, asking some silent question that he might not be able to give an answer to. Finally, they arrived at the dining room table, and Isabella started pulling out different pieces of paper, all with some kind of drawing on them. While Dominic loved his daughter more than life itself, he had to be realistic about her skills as an artist. A career in the arts was never going to happen, but he was just glad she was having fun creating these stick figures and swirls of color.

“Well, that is the most beautiful frog I’ve ever seen,” Dominic said, pointing down at a mass of green crayon marks.

“It’s a pig!” Isabella said quickly, defensively.

“Oh, did I say frog?” Dominic asked, reaching one hand up to gently smack himself in the forehead. “I totally meant to say pig. It’s a very beautiful pig. But why is it green?”

Isabella rolled her eyes as though her father was terribly slow on the uptake. “Because she’s sick!” Isabella insisted, pointing down at the page as though that would explain everything.

Dominic just nodded and smiled. “Oh, yes, of course,” he quickly said, correcting himself. “I see it now. How could I be so foolish?”

Isabella’s only response was to hug him around the waist and lay her head against his stomach. “It’s okay, Daddy,” she said. “We all make mistakes.”

Dominic nodded without saying anything in return.

It was certainly true that they all made mistakes, but some mistakes were far more costly than others. Throughout the day, as he reflected on his confrontational, explosive meeting with Vincenzo Moretti, he hadn’t felt such intense unease. But now, the second he walked through the door and saw his wife and daughter waiting for him, he could barely breathe. It was a crushing, all-consuming weight that would grind him into paste and take his family with him if he was not careful.

He tried to tell himself that, even in a mob war, families were off-limits. The wives and kids of even the highest-ranking mob officials were civilians. That was true even if they were smartened up to the business.

That meant both Maria and Isabella should be safe should things escalate further. But there was always the risk of collateral damage. What if someone took a shot at him in the street while he was trying to load Isabella into the car? What if they took a shot at him at his front door as he was kissing Maria goodbye for the day? Dominic couldn’t risk anything happening to either of them. He would never be able to forgive himself, never be able to so much as look at himself in the mirror again, if either of them developed so much as a scraped knee as a result of this feud with the Moretti family.

His work never came through that door. What he did out there, while draped in the darkness that was a necessary tool of his trade, was never going to impact his life here. Not now and not ever. He kept telling himself that over and over again silently within the theater of his mind.

Not now and not ever. Not now and not ever. Not now and not ever.

He suddenly realized that Isabella was still talking. She hadn’t stopped talking the entire time he was lost in dark thoughts. Unfortunately, he hadn’t been listening in and was now completely lost as his daughter continued to shuffle through her artwork.

Thankfully, it wasn’t a deep conversation, and he was able to ooh and ahh his way through it. Isabella seemed very proud of herself, and Dominic was glad to play into that pride for a bit. However, he could still feel Maria’s eyes digging into him. It brought the same questions to his mind once more. Did she know? And if she did, how much did she know?

It was possible she’d heard through the grapevine that an incident occurred with the New York family. However, that wouldn’t necessarily mean she knew about Rossi and the human trafficking ring that he was trying to bring to American soil.

He needed to tread very carefully here.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, Isabella had finished showing him all of her drawings.

“That’s great, kiddo,” Dominic said, laying one hand on her shoulder. “You should probably go get washed up for dinner, though.” Dominic had no idea whether dinner was nearly ready or not. He just needed Isabella to occupy herself for a few minutes so he could talk to his wife privately.

“Okay, Daddy,” she said, turning and running off toward the bathroom.

Dominic sighed in relief and turned toward his wife. Maria was still standing in the kitchen, still watching him as his eyes met hers.

“Hey, you,” he said, forcing a smile.

She gave him a half smile in return and continued to fiddle with her ring endlessly. “Hey, yourself,” she said, her voice shaky in a way that Dominic wasn’t used to.

Maria was every bit the strong, confident woman Hollywood wished it had. Many simply saw her as a mob wife, but Dominic knew the true grit and strength of character that his wife always had deep within her. It was one of the attributes that first drew his attention toward her.

But when she spoke to him now, he didn’t hear any of that underlying strength. He couldn’t sense his support system, his rock, waiting for him there beneath her words. He told himself that she must have found out. She must’ve known. That was the only possible explanation for why she was acting like this.

Yet still, despite that, he couldn’t bring himself to ask her directly.

“You all right?” Dominic asked his wife, walking into the kitchen and laying a hand on her shoulder.

He started to rub against the front of her shoulder with his thumb gently, something he had done thousands of times throughout the course of their relationship. She had always found it to be a source of comfort in trying times, and he hoped it might help.

“I’ll be fine,” she said quickly, reaching up to hold his hand with her fingers. “I just feel off today. I don’t know why.”

Dominic was relieved. She hadn’t heard anything about the mess he had gotten himself into. But the fact that she felt uneasy was certainly strange. It was a testament to her instincts. They were sharp as ever.

“You’re having one of those days, huh?” Dominic asked, wrapping an arm around her waist as he moved behind her. He pulled her close against him and started to gently kiss the side of her neck fondly.

At first, it started as a simple, loving gesture. But then, as the day’s events played out in front of his mind’s eye, Dominic started to feel a great fear and longing for his wife’s touch. He squeezed her tightly against him and kissed her over and over again. There was a sudden desperation to be close to her, to take comfort in her presence and warm himself in the glow of the love they shared now and forever more.

Maria gave a slight giggle and turned her face so she could kiss the side of his cheek. “Yeah, I guess it’s just one of those days,” she said, rubbing her cheek against his in the wake of their kiss. “I just don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

Dominic shook his head. “Nothing’s wrong with you,” he said and meant it.

He had spent the majority of his career attempting to provide for his family. And even now, surrounded by all this opulence and grandeur, Dominic felt as though he hadn’t given them everything they deserved. They certainly didn’t deserve to live through a war.

It was altogether possible that he would need to step away for a bit until this was over. That would mean going into hiding to keep himself safe should worse come to worse. Additionally, if he was nowhere near them, then there would be no chance of them being caught in collateral damage after some clumsy hit attempt.

He wondered, not for the first time today, whether Vincenzo was actually deranged enough to order a hit on the boss of the family. He had certainly been angry enough; that much was obvious. But to actually go through with a hit against a boss was a major operation that would send shockwaves through every family in the surrounding area.

While the Morettis were the most powerful and largest family in New York, they weren’t the only ones. Dominic had working business relationships with several of the New York families. If he were to be suddenly taken off the board, there would be disruptions to operations all over the tri-state area. Other bosses would feel their pockets getting lighter, and Vincenzo Moretti would have to answer for that.

It wasn’t fair that he had to think about such matters here at home, where he was supposed to be surrounded by love, acceptance, and peace. It made him hate Vincenzo Moretti and Angelo Rossi all the more. Those degenerate, evil, terrible men could not be allowed to operate on this side of the river. But making a move directly against Vincenzo was nearly impossible due to all the reasons Dominic had rationalized for his own safety. The least he could do was keep that nonsense out of his state. Let that create an uneasy stalemate that could stand for decades.

Even though he hated every breath that pushed its way through Ralph Moretti’s lips, Dominic wondered if the prince of New York might be easier to deal with someday after his father met the ground.

But there was still a part of him that thought simply waiting for Vincenzo to die while the New York boss and his foreign accomplice kidnapped innocent women and children throughout the city was neglectful and irresponsible on his part. However, looking at Maria and then passing his gaze over her shoulder to see Isabella walk back into the kitchen with a smile on her face, told him that he needed to look after his people first.

As much as he might want to erase this stain from US soil, it wasn’t his job to protect New York. He hoped one of the other families might step up and stand against the Morettis and this ill-fated venture. Until then, with thoughts of his wife and daughter’s safety encompassing his every waking moment, Dominic would forgo any escalation. The last thing on his mind was starting a war.
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The Moretti family was going to war.

Vincenzo had committed himself to this course of action, and he wasn’t about to back down now. He had been insulted and degraded in front of his own men, and he was not about to let a business deal that would define his reign as boss slip through his fingers because of the ridiculous moral code of one idealist from New Jersey.

That was what he told himself over and over again to justify what was about to happen. Vincenzo’s power in New York was so absolute that he didn’t have to take many chances in life. When he wanted to do something, he was usually within his rights to just do it. However, this was something altogether different. This was hitting the boss of a family, and there would be repercussions felt within his and several other criminal organizations throughout the tri-state area.

The other New York families weren’t a huge issue on their own. But if they banded together against him, there could certainly be a problem. He knew Dominic had dealings with many of his rivals throughout Manhattan and the boroughs. Whacking him was going to ruffle some feathers.

But the way Vincenzo rationalized his plan was that with Dominic out of the way, he would open his family up to so much money that he would be able to buy the loyalty of the other New York families with ease. In fact, before the end of his life, Vincenzo believed he might be able to unite all five New York families under one single banner.

His banner, of course.

He would start by offering the other families reparations for the monetary loss they would experience during the sadly necessary war that would follow Dominic’s death. But once he had control of the New Jersey family and their docks, he would be able to reshape things as he wished.

Vincenzo kept telling himself that he was doing this because it was the right thing to do. It was the best move for his family. However, a small voice repeatedly told him that this action, this decision, wasn’t really being made by him. Angelo had been very clear on the matter. Dominic was going to die, and they were going to use the docks to start their business partnership. Vincenzo had agreed with him, or so he had been telling himself since that unsettling conversation in the limousine.

When Angelo and his people had first reached out, they were incredibly complementary to Vincenzo. They approach negotiations, knowing so much about him already. Therefore, he decided he needed a little information of his own to level the playing field. That was why he began to put feelers out throughout the old country to find out what people said about this mysterious figure who operated out of Naples.

The reports he got back were beyond disturbing. Angelo Rossi was feared and respected all throughout Italy. However, there was a whole lot more fear than respect going on there. He was respected because he was feared, and at first, Vincenzo believed that was not unlike his situation in New York. However, as details began to emerge, he started to realize how different he truly was from this man.

When someone crossed Angelo Rossi, they never had an opportunity to apologize. Offers of surrender or some kind of deal to be struck were never laid out. Instead, Rossi trafficked in one never-ending resource that he seemed to subsist on.

Vengeance.

In Italy, he was known to some as “La Vendetta Nera,” or the Black Vendetta. He had a reputation for responding to sleights and insults with overwhelming force. To cross the Black Vendetta was to cross your own name off the list of life, or so his contacts had told him.

Revenge was not a new concept to Vincenzo Moretti, but he quickly found upon doing even the smallest amount of research that his idea of revenge differed wildly from that of his new business partner. When someone crossed Vincenzo or a member of his crime family, the typical response was a quick and efficient assassination. Usually, that involved one bullet to the head, nice and clean.

But Angelo Rossi was to vengeance what Mozart had been to music. He was its unquestioned lord and master. When he delivered payback, he struck with the hand of God himself. There were rumors of men being flayed alive, their skin peeled back and away in its entirety while keeping them alive. He didn’t just kill people; he decimated them. And what was more, it was said that he enjoyed it. He took some kind of perverse satisfaction from the pain and misery created when he systematically broke a human being.

Upon reflecting on their limousine ride back from New Jersey, Vincenzo quickly realized that the stories he had been fed were not simple stories with no merit as he had once thought. It wasn’t uncommon for men in their positions to encourage rumors and myths around them that might strike fear in the hearts of anyone who might betray them in one form or another.

But he thought about Rossi and the way he had laughed that night. It was a jovial giggle of genuine amusement. At first, Vincenzo had believed the laughter had been at his expense, and he was understandably irritated by it. However, upon further reflection, with a clearer mind, he was able to associate the stories he had heard about the man with what he had physically seen. He later came to suspect that Rossi was not entertained by Dominic’s actions or words in any way. Rather, he was delighted at the idea of what he was going to do to him now that he had tossed an insult in Angelo’s direction.

It was such a deep, unbridled, childlike joy. At first, Vincenzo didn’t want to believe that the man he had chosen to do business with was capable of such sadistic thoughts. A part of him wondered how long it would be before he personally did something to upset Rossi. Would he then suffer the way Dominic was about to suffer? Or would their business relationship grant him some form of leniency? Was it possible Angelo might even come to see him as a friend?

Vincenzo truly hoped so because he didn’t want to imagine what it would be like to be on the receiving end of that maniacal, sadistic glee. Had Dominic not insulted him in such a way, Vincenzo might’ve even felt sorry for him, knowing what was to come. But whatever Rossi did to Dominic from here on out was a self-inflicted wound as far as Vincenzo was concerned.

A knock at his office door pulled Vincenzo from those disturbing thoughts. He gave a nod to the musclebound young soldier who stood guard beside the entrance, and he moved to see who was there.

“It’s your son, sir,” the soldier said, and Vincenzo simply nodded and motioned for him to open the door.

A second later, Ralph was marching into the office, approaching his father while doing his best to look everywhere but directly into the old man’s eye.

“Hey, Pop, I gotta talk to you,” Ralph said, with a sniffle and his hands in his pockets.

Vincenzo had an idea of what this might be about. He simply nodded without responding verbally and walked around his desk to sit in his large, leather, tall-backed chair.

He motioned for his son to sit in one of the chairs in front of him. However, Ralph seemed to prefer standing.

“What’s on your mind, boy?” Vincenzo asked.

Ralph opened his mouth and seemed to be searching for the right words at first. He seemed to second guess this before opening his mouth to speak and then closing it more than once.

“Anytime now, Ralphie,” Vincenzo said, making a show of looking at his watch.

“Pop, you can’t actually be considering going to war and killing a boss,” Ralph spat out, the words flying through his lips with the speed and severity of a Band-Aid being ripped off sensitive flesh.

“I’m more than considering it,” Vincenzo said, simply folding his hands together on the surface of his desk. “The decision’s already been made. We’re in the planning stages now. There’s no going back on this, so I suggest you make your peace with it and get over whatever cowardly thoughts are forcing you to hesitate.”

“The other families aren’t gonna like this,” Ralph said, pointing at the office window, as though he were pointing directly at the other four New York families somewhere out there on the island. “They got business dealings with Dominic, and I don’t have to tell you about how war fucks with profits.”

“No, you don’t have to tell me,” Vincenzo spat, narrowing his eyes at his son and balling his fingers into fists. “Unlike you, I’ve been through my share. I’ve seen what it does, and I know the cost. The fact that I’m still willing to go through with this should tell you something!”

“It tells me that your ego is bruised,” Ralph said after a long intake of breath. He sent the sentence across the desk at his father, now daring to look the old man in the eye directly. “It also tells me that you’re in way too deep with Rossi and he’s got you by the balls!”

“Enough!” Vincenzo roared, slamming his fist on the surface of the desk and standing in defiance of what his son was saying. Where the hell had this come from? When the hell did this spoiled little brat grow a spine?

“No, Pop, that’s what I’m here to say!” Ralph insisted, not backing down from his father’s rage for the first time.

A part of Vincenzo was actually proud. For too long, he had worried that the boy was entirely too weak to serve as a viable replacement for him. But this was something new and interesting. This was a new side of his son that he wasn’t altogether displeased with. However, that rage and bravery should be reserved for their subordinates and enemies. The fact that he was standing up to Vincenzo was the equivalent of an openhanded slap to the face. So, while there was some fatherly pride involved, Vincenzo knew there had to be consequences for it.

“Do you wanna come in here and lecture me about war?” Vincenzo growled through clenched teeth. “Do you wanna hop up on a high horse and parade yourself around as the big hero of the family? Is that it? Are you going around talking to my capos? My soldiers? Are you trying to get them on your side? Maybe you’re tired of waiting for the old man to drop dead. Is that it, boy?”

“What?” Ralph stammered, gaping at his father in disbelief. “Pop, you couldn’t possibly believe that. I’ve always done everything you’ve asked me to. Nobody’s been more loyal to you than I have. Nobody ever could be! You’re my father, and I love you. I’m worried about you! I’m worried you’re getting in too deep with a dangerous man and that it’s going to bring the whole family crashing down around us! Why can’t you see that?”

“What I can see is that we’re on the brink of something here, and you’re trying to backtrack away from it,” Vincenzo said. “I think you’re afraid.”

“Oh, come on, Pop; that’s ridiculous!” Ralph said with a scoff.

“Is it? Is it actually ridiculous, Ralphie? You’ve always been a coward. And I guess that’s partially my fault for protecting you all this time. You’ve never even popped someone. That was some foolish sentimentality on my part. Maybe if I would’ve made you clip someone at nineteen, then you wouldn’t be such a sorry little pussy standing in front of me at forty-five.”

Ralph’s mouth hung open as he soaked in his father’s words. He looked as though he couldn’t believe what he was hearing, as though he might shatter into a million pieces like a person made of glass. But then, to Vincenzo’s surprise, he seemed to let go of the hurt and hardened his resolve.

“No, Pop. I’m not afraid, and I’m not gonna back down. I’ll do whatever you want me to do, and I’ll do it without question. But I just asked that you hear me out and reconsider because if this doesn’t go our way, it could wipe out everything you’ve spent all these years building.”

Vincenzo laughed at this possibility. “If this doesn’t go our way?” he asked with a dismissive wave of his wrist. “Do you really think the largest family in the history of New York City is going to lose to a bunch of amateurs from New Jersey? If you have so little faith in this family, so little faith in me, then I might have to start questioning where your loyalty actually lies, son.”

“I told you before, no one is more loyal than me!”

“Good, then you can prove it,” Vincenzo said with a smug smile of victory that seemed to throw his son off balance.

“What do you mean?” Ralph asked.

“I mean, at forty-five, I think it’s finally time you became a man,” Vincenzo said. “You’re going to work directly with Rossi, and you’re going to help him kill that son of a bitch. When this war starts, it starts from your hand. You need to make people fear you the way they fear me. And to do that, you need one hell of a head to mount on your wall. The man who killed New Jersey? I think that’s a man who is worthy of taking over this family someday.”

Ralph was dumbfounded, and he blinked in surprise. Vincenzo gave him a knowing smile and a nod, as if to wish him good luck without actually verbalizing anything. He then looked down at his desk and pulled out a piece of paper that he started to write on. He wasn’t writing anything in particular. In fact, he was just signing his name on a blank sheet. But this was Ralph’s cue to leave, and Vincenzo didn’t want to see him again until Dominic Deluca was dead.

For a moment, Vincenzo believed that his son might not leave. Ralph continued to stand in place, staring at his father, as though wanting to continue the conversation. But Vincenzo was not entertaining that for a second longer. He liked what he had seen here in this room. His son was finally becoming the man he needed to be if he was going to take over this family. But he needed a little push. He needed to do something major, and this was just the opportunity he needed. Additionally, he needed to be reminded that his father was still the one in charge and would be until the day he could no longer draw breath.

Finally, after failing to gain his father’s attention for several minutes, Ralph turned and left. That was good. Vincenzo was hoping he would immediately go seek out Rossi and start putting together their plan. Everything was falling into place, and the death of Dominic Deluca would be the beginning of his ultimate rise to complete prominence.
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Ralph Moretti was still reeling from the tumultuous conversation he’d just had with his father. He had approached the room, ready to make a careful and measured plea for sanity. He knew that should his father and Rossi start a war with the New Jersey family, it wasn’t going to be the cakewalk Vincenzo expected.

Vincenzo liked to point out all the various flaws in his son, and he wasn’t often wrong. Ralph had been listening to his father belittle and shame him for his failures throughout his entire life. But he had finally noticed the one major flaw in his father’s leadership style. And it was a potentially fatal flaw that could bring the entire family down if someone wasn’t watching out for it.

Vincenzo was arrogant, and he underestimated their enemies.

It made a certain amount of sense. The old man has been on top of the world and unchallenged for decades. He likely believed that there was no one brave enough or competent enough to give him a run for his money. He was convinced of his superiority, which also explained why he had gotten so angry when Dominic Deluca had challenged him in that meeting. It was hypocrisy of the highest order. Not hours before, Vincenzo had admonished his son about anger and showing weakness to the enemy. Then, the old man nearly had a full-blown hissy fit in front of the New Jersey family.

And now, multiple situations were spiraling out of control.

Not only was his father’s bruised ego moving him toward a foolish decision, but his association with Angelo Rossi had reached a point beyond Ralph’s comfort zone. From the moment he had first met the smug Italian, Ralph had despised him. More so than that, Ralph had been greatly unnerved by him. He had the eyes of a maniac, and given what Ralph now knew of his extracurricular proclivities involving both the torture of his enemies and sampling his own product, so to speak, Ralph understood that his unease had been justified.

He firmly believed that his father knew he was in too deep with this man. But he also believed that Vincenzo was equally afraid of Rossi and what he could do. That much was clear in the limousine. Rossi had been allowed to cackle madly about the situation they had just endured, while Ralph had been smacked in the face for a simple comment about showing anger.

No one ever got away with laughing at Vincenzo Moretti. The fact that Rossi had been given a free pass told Ralph everything he needed to know. Even with a lucrative business partnership on the line, it was unlikely his father would have tolerated such flagrant disrespect—particularly in front of his son.

There was something much deeper going on here, something Ralph had never seen before. And if his father was afraid of Angelo Rossi, he didn’t know of a single person who might not fear him.

And speaking of fear, Ralph now had a task in front of him, one that would tie him fully to the onset of this pointless and avoidable war. It was true he had never taken a life. Long ago, when his father was a more sentimental man, he had told Ralph that he wanted to keep his son’s hands clean, if only to avoid him ever getting entangled in any legal issues through murder scene evidence. At the time, Ralph assumed that was done out of some deep, rooted sense of fatherly love and affection. It was born out of compassion for his firstborn son and a desire to protect him.

But later in life, Ralph would come to realize that there was nothing noble or loving about that action. If anything, his father had made this decree so that his dynasty would be protected. If Ralph went to jail, then the leadership of the family would pass into someone else’s hands. Someone less deserving. Someone who didn’t carry the Moretti name.

Sometimes Ralph thought that was all he was, just a receptacle for his father’s name. It was his job to carry that name into the future and ensure the Moretti family continued on. Of course, his son would then be expected to inherit the mantle at some point. Ralph Junior was only twelve at the time and had no understanding of how the business worked or that it even existed.

And now he wondered whether Vincenzo actually cared about that anymore. He used to give a lot of thought to how the family would evolve following his inevitable death. But now, he seemed more focused than ever on accumulating vast sums of wealth to make his twilight years as comfortable as humanly possible. That was likely the only reason Vincenzo was actually open to this idea of entering an international human trafficking ring. This was not the kind of work they were down for. It was not the kind of work that was going to make them any friends with the other families. It wasn’t even the kind of work their own men approved of.

When Ralph had first been told about his father’s grand plan to enter into a partnership with this Italian trafficking ring, he was horrified. He had even given a half-hearted attempt to try to talk his old man out of it. But Vincenzo was only seeing dollar signs with no regard for human life or morality.

Perhaps it was leftover guilt from that day when he didn’t fight hard enough, when he had backed down from his father’s weathering gaze, that had caused him to battle back against the old man with the vitriol he had just shown in the office.

Still, he knew that word of this partnership had spread through the family now like wildfire, since the bomb had been dropped at the meeting in Jersey. Their captains had looked absolutely appalled when they heard, and Sam even seemed to react with anger. That certainly wasn’t going to serve them well if it did truly come to war with New Jersey.

Walking into his own office now, Ralph slammed the door behind him and stomped over to his desk, where he pulled out the chair and settled into it before placing his head in his hands.

It certainly wasn’t that he had any love lost for Dominic Deluca. Far from it. In fact, Ralph hated the son of a bitch and had always hoped he would meet some kind of horrible end. However, Ralph certainly didn’t want to be the one to do it. It wasn’t that he was squeamish. It was that this murder was going to set off a tumultuous period that would have long-lasting repercussions for years to come. Ralph didn’t want those negatively impacted by it to curse his name and lay the blame at his feet.

But it seemed as though that was exactly what his father wanted, and so Ralph would have to be a good soldier and do as he was asked. He hoped it could be fast. Maybe just approach Dominic on the street, get right behind him, and fire off two shots straight to the back of his head at point-blank range.

That would certainly be the cleanest way of doing it, but he had a feeling that Angelo wasn’t looking for clean and quick. Ralph knew that would be a mistake. The longer they drew out the process, the more complicated they made it, the higher the risk of something going wrong.

He was all but certain there would be no arguing with Rossi about it. He wasn’t even sure that he wanted to try. How could one reason with a person who didn’t see reason? How could one try to talk sanity into the mind of an insane person? As far as Ralph was concerned, Rossi was a loose cannon, a toxic leak, an outbreak waiting to happen.

“Ciao,” a familiar, excited voice called from his still-open doorway.

Ralph didn’t want to look up from his hands. He tried to tell himself that maybe if he just kept his head down and didn’t acknowledge the man, he might just go away. But then the knock came again, and Ralph had no choice but to accept reality.

“Hello, Angelo,” Ralph said, his voice heavy with weariness.

“Mr. Ralph,” Angelo sent back respectfully.

He was so difficult to read. One moment, he could be strait-laced and respectful, and the next, he would start talking about what he liked to do to break his merchandise in with a sickening satisfaction in his voice. Then, he could go completely blank and be a terrifying void of darkness and ill intent.

Right now, Ralph was just happy that he got the most amenable version of Angelo Rossi possible.

“What can I do for you?” Ralph asked, even though he already had a good idea of why Angelo was there.

The tall European walked into the room with two long strides, coming within a stone’s throw of Ralph’s sizable desk.

“I was just talking to your father,” Rossi said, gesturing back out the door in the direction of Vincenzo’s office. “He say I should talk to you about plan to deal with big man.”

“That’s right,” Ralph said with a slow nod. “He wants me to be the one to do the deed, so I had a few ideas on what we might do.”

Angelo’s face broke into an amused grin, like the kind one might wear when a small child tried to tell you they were going to be a superhero when they grew up.

“Do you have ideas?” Angelo asked, chuckling as he pointed at Ralph. “You are having joke with me?”

Ralph felt his face grow hot and wanted nothing more than to lash out in frustration about this man and what his business connections had brought to this once-great family. But he knew that would only lead to more issues, so he kept his mouth closed. When he opened it again, it was to speak about business.

“I just think that when hitting a target as high profile as the boss of a crime family, we should try to make this as quick and painless as possible. Maybe a drive-by shooting or just walking up behind him and pulling the trigger.”

Angelo was making a face now that looked as though he might have smelled something rancid coming from the direction of Ralph’s desk. His lip curled with disgust, and he shook his head.

“Quick and painless?” he asked, as though he had never heard those words before. “This is how you make murder? Quick and painless?”

“It is when you don’t want anything to go wrong,” Ralph said simply, folding his arms over his chest and leaning back in his chair.

“And you think that is what this man deserves?” he asked with a raised eyebrow. “Quick and painless?”

“I’m not concerned with what he deserves,” Ralph replied. “He just has to die. So, he’ll die.”

Angelo actually let out a deep sigh and looked sad for a moment, shaking his head silently. When he lifted his eyes again, they were digging into Ralph.

“This man, he insult your father,” he said, slowly punching each word with a definite purpose. “He insult your family. That mean, he insult you. And you would give him merciful death. Why? Because it’s easy? Because it’s convenient to you? That is why he doesn’t suffer, this man who spits on your name?”

Ralph could feel his stomach turning under his skin at the slithery broken English and the hint of excitement that stained each drawn-out word.

“Isn’t it enough that he will die for what he did? Why does it matter?” Ralph asked, just wanting to get all of this over with so they could move on with the horrific aftermath.

“No!” Angelo practically screamed, his face contorting in frustration, as though he were trying to teach a chimpanzee to speak. “No, it’s not enough. It will never be enough. Because when you kill a man like a coward, you do not gain power from the kill.”

“Power?” Ralph asked with a long, dramatic roll of his eyes. “I don’t care about any of that.”

“But you should, Mr. Ralph, you should,” he replied through clenched teeth. “When you draw out the pain, when you make the scream, when you break a man, then they are no longer a threat. They cannot haunt you in death with their memory. They become something else in that moment… The moment they are breaking for you.”

Ralph’s mouth had gone dry as he tried to tune out his words. But it was clear that Angelo wasn’t going to let this go. At least not anytime this century. He needed to see this conversation through to the end, and Angelo seemed to have a very specific ending in mind.

“What is it then?” Ralph asked, dreading the answer. “What do they become once they break for you?”

“They become yours,” Angelo said simply. “They become yours forever, and nothing and no one can ever take them away from you. When you break a man, when you feel his heart and spirit give in to your will, in that moment, you possess their very soul. When someone takes from you, when someone hurts you, when someone attacks your family, your name, you repay them a thousandfold. You take that soul. You make it yours. And then the end of their story becomes the beginning of yours. And then no one takes from you again because now they know price. Now they know you are man who takes what is his. If you kill this man, hiding inside car or by sneaking up behind him, he dies before ever knowing you were there. You have created nothing. You have taken nothing. He is just dead, and you are just as you are now. But what you have in front of you is opportunity to be more than what you are. You will someday lead this family, yes?”

Oh, Ralph could do was nod slowly.

“All the more reason for you to become fear,” Angelo replied. “We kill this man, and we can scream we break him. We make him yours, and then, when it is your time to lead, people will know your name. Not your father’s name. Your name.”

His words were starting to seep in through Ralph’s defenses. Everything he was saying made a certain amount of sense. A common mob-style hit could ultimately be attributed to him, but what statement did it make? Maybe there was something to this after all.

He still didn’t want to kill Dominic. He still didn’t want to start the rolling ball that could become an enormous boulder, steamrolling everything in its path. But if Dominic had to die, if he had no choice in the matter, why not do it in a way that would ultimately benefit him down the line? Ralph sometimes wondered how many captains and bosses of other families looked down their noses at him and believed he would be a pushover once he became the head of the table. But maybe this was an opportunity. An opportunity to start establishing his own legacy so that when he did take the big chair, he was looked at as a legitimate and not some boy following in the footsteps of his father.

“Yes, you’re starting to see?” Rossi asked him, having seen a change come over his eyes. “You are beginning to understand power?”

Ralph nodded once more and took a long, slow, deep, shattering breath. As crazy as this man might’ve been, as deranged and unhinged as Ralph believed him to be, in this one instance, he was talking sense.

When Ralph looked up at him, he was no longer hoping Rossi would leave him alone. Now, he wanted him to stay. He wanted to hear more. He wanted to know what had to be done to start forging that legacy of fear.

“Tell me what to do,” Ralph said and watched as a wickedly delighted smile spread across Angelo Rossi’s face.
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Dominic rubbed at one of his eyes with the back of his wrist as he stood in line at a local coffee shop, waiting for his normal morning order. They knew him well there and typically had his large double latte with an extra shot of espresso waiting for him so as not to hold up his entire day.

The owner of the shop owed quite a lot to Dominic. He had fronted the man start up cash and invested in the business. Of course, it had been a gamble to open a mom-and-pop coffee shop at a time when there was a Dunkin’ Donuts or Starbucks on every corner. However, this particular businessman had succeeded. His gamble had paid off. He had paid Dominic back every penny of his loan with interest. It had been a mutually beneficial partnership, as it should have been.

The owner of the shop would never have been able to get a small business loan from a bank to open a coffee shop in this economy and commerce environment. But Dominic had been willing to invest, and because of that investment, the shop owner was thriving. Dominic didn’t love the clientele he normally saw there. It was a lot of Generation Z kids on their phones, snapping pictures of foam art for social media and enjoying just being present in such a trendy, artistic establishment.

That morning, Dominic was far more tired than usual. He hadn’t slept well the night before, and he had a sneaking suspicion that he might not sleep well again until this ugliness with the Moretti crime family was swept under the rug. Every time he tried to sleep, lying there beside Maria, he would become distracted by thoughts surrounding her safety and that of Isabella. He couldn’t guarantee anything for them in the foreseeable future. His income would be lower, and their safety would always be at risk until they reached some kind of peaceful resolution with the old man.

Giuseppe had attempted to make contact with New York, as instructed. Unfortunately, he got no response. It seemed as though the entirety of the Moretti crime family had shut the door firmly in New Jersey’s face. The wounds inflicted in that meeting apparently ran far deeper than Dominic had anticipated. That wasn’t good. If they weren’t willing to agree to some kind of truce, there was only one other option.

There hadn’t been an all-out mob war in decades. For a long time, Dominic believed he might never see war again. He thought the current bosses of all the families, himself included, understood that war helped no one. In fact, all too often, it hurt everyone. Unfortunately, it seemed the old man had forgotten that. Or perhaps he remembered and just didn’t care. If another day passed with no word from New York, Dominic would have to make himself scarce for a while. He knew Maria would understand. He also knew she would refrain from asking too many questions.

Unfortunately, Isabella would not understand. Maria had told him how the fond memories of quality time on her birthday this year were sticking. All she wanted every day now was to have her father home with her. That broke Dominic’s heart to pieces. It was so much harder to walk out the door every day, knowing that his absence was hurting his little girl. But what was he going to do about it? People in his position didn’t retire. They swore an oath, and that oath lasted for life.

He would have to tell Isabella that he was going on some kind of business trip. Of course, her next question would inevitably be when he was coming back. That was a question he wasn’t looking forward to. He wasn’t in the business of breaking promises to his daughter, but he couldn’t put a timeframe on something as unstable as a mafia war.

It was altogether possible that he might only be gone for a few days. However, it was also rather probable that he would be gone for months.

In the mob world, a war was referred to as going to the mattresses. The origins of the term date back to mafia wars of days old and hell, true to this day. When families went to war with one another, the soldiers would often hole up together in buildings owned by the family in order to consolidate numbers and be ready in case of attack. Since there would be sometimes more than a dozen men living in an apartment together, the accommodations were cramped. They would put mattresses on the floor for them to sleep on since there would never be enough beds.

Dominic knew what that was like by reputation only. He understood the concept and how it worked. There had been small skirmishes that had taken him to the mattresses twice in his younger years. But those were small-scale disagreements between families that had only lasted a few days. There hadn’t been a full-on war that could reach the magnitude of what this threatened to be in many, many years.

Unfortunately, old man Moretti had experience in this regard. He had fought in the wars of old and understood warfare in the way Dominic hadn’t. But his mentor, Jack, had always warned him that someday something like this could happen again, specifically with New York. In the event of such an occurrence, Jack had made sure Dominic understood the basic principles of leadership. But lessons during peacetime were nowhere near as valuable as experience during wartime.

Dominic’s big saving grace was that, over the years, Vincenzo had gone soft. He ruled from an ivory tower in the heart of Manhattan and never got his hands dirty. Dominic, however, was often down in the trenches with his men for better or worse. He was a leader on the front lines, and if it came to war, he had a lot more recent experience leading by example.

He hoped Marco was having some luck in convincing soldiers in the New York family to abandon ship. Even if they refused to switch sides and come across the river, at the very least, he hoped they wouldn’t take up arms against New Jersey in defense of child traffickers and pedophiles.

That was the part that still really burned him up about this entire thing. In most mafia wars, there was no clear-cut good guy and bad guy. Usually, it was a bad guy and a worse guy fighting over how they were going to carve up some territory.

But this was one of the few times Dominic was absolutely certain that he was on the right side of history. He was standing alongside his men in defiance of pure evil, ensuring that foreign sickos wouldn’t be able to prey on the people under his protection.

Jack had always told him that it was the sacred duty of the families to protect the people who lived on their turf. They kept the neighborhoods safe in many ways. When gangs tried to move in, pushing laced drugs and moving in on school zones, the family had always been there to turn them away. That was where the idea of protection money from businesses came from. Dominic was old school enough to still see himself as a local protector first and a businessman second.

So, if it was to come to war, if that was what the old man wanted so desperately, then that was what Dominic was going to dish out. War would come to both states, and only one family would be left standing in the end. If that obnoxious old fuck wanted to dance with him, Dominic would make sure it was the last dance of his life.

Through his marathon thought process, Dominic failed to notice that he was next in line. He walked up, and the young redhead behind the counter gave him a smile, recognizing him instantly.

“Good morning, Mr. Deluca!” she said in a chipper tone.

“Morning, hun,” Dominic said with a friendly smile.

“We have your usual coming right up,” she replied.

“Thanks,” Dominic replied simply.

“So, is this place actually any good?” a female voice asked from behind him.

Dominic’s teeth instantly clenched together at the sound of that specific person’s oddly chipper tone. It was a particular annoyance that he definitely didn’t need today.

Turning around, Dominic came face to face with a brunette woman with blond highlights in her mid-thirties. Her makeup was understated yet elegant, accentuating her sharp features in a way that made her green eyes glow. She wore a professional-looking pantsuit and stood with one hand on her hip, hovering just over the handle of the gun holstered at her side.

“Agent Ramirez,” Dominic said with all the fondness one reserved for a rodent infestation resurfacing. “Here to start your day with a little caffeine?”

“I’ve heard good things about the place,” the young FBI agent said, nodding toward the counter. “I mean, I’ve caught you coming in here enough times to get curious.”

“What an exciting life you lead, Agent,” Dominic said sarcastically.

“So, how have you been?” she asked, looking up and down as a problem for any sign of weakness. “We haven’t talked in a while.”

“Yeah, that’s intentional,” Dominic replied. “It’s nothing personal; I just have a policy against getting overly friendly with people who make their life’s mission to arrest me.”

“Oh, that’s not very nice, Dominic,” Agent Ramirez said, tapping an immaculately manicured finger against her chin. “I’d watch which bridge you burn. From what I’m hearing, you’re running out of friends left and right.

“Then I guess you’re hearing wrong,” Dominic replied simply. “I have a budding social life.”

“Do you think that social life of yours might take you as far as Manhattan anytime soon?” Agent Ramirez asked knowingly.

So, the FBI already knew about the impending war. Dominic wasn’t sure if that was because they had informants on his side or Moretti’s. It was also possible they had both.

The men Dominic admired in his business were old-school businessmen who would gladly rot in the can for decades before violating their oath. That was the world Dominic thought he was entering into. That was the promised world he was inheriting. But everything had changed. He wasn’t sure if men were becoming softer or just more selfish. Were they cowards, or did they just not care about keeping their word?

Whatever it was, something had changed. Now made men were turning on their brothers to avoid even the smallest jail sentences. They were joining witness protection programs or selling their stories to Hollywood so they could brag about what big, scary thugs they were in another life.

It seemed like every week, there was another documentary about life in the mafia popping up on streaming services like Netflix featuring a bunch of over-the-hill rat bastards who had flipped on their families and sent their friends and brothers down the river with glee.

But that wasn’t Dominic. He wasn’t like those sell-out pricks. He was a man of principle, a man of honor. He would gladly die in prison before selling out the family. That was the promise he had made on the day he had sworn his oath, the day he was surrounded by Jack and the other made guys of the family. They pricked his finger and squeezed a drop of his blood onto a card that had a photo of Saint Anthony on it.

Dominic then burned the card in a candle and watched as it crumbled to ash. And over that flaming, blood-stained saint, he swore that as the card burned, so would his soul burn in hell if he were ever to betray his oath.

It was called the oath of Omertà, and it was the solemn vow every made man underwent. Some families did it differently. Some used playing cards instead of saints. Some wrote the names of the new made man on the card before burning it. But at the end of the day, the process was mostly the same. The end result was the same. You bound yourself in service to the family for life. You gave yourself up to something greater than yourself. You became one with an organization, a living business machine that fought for freedom.

And when freedom was on the line, it was worth any threat. It was worth losing your freedom to bring true freedom into the world. But people like Agent Ramirez stood in defiance of that. They would approach known made men in an attempt to pump them for information.

Dominic was all but sure they had informants stationed within his family. It was disgusting, and whenever a rat was rooted out within his ranks, he met the fate of any vermin. He was dealt with on a permanent basis.

“Well, my wife does love Broadway,” Dominic said with a shrug. “Me personally? I think the latest trend of adapting movies into musicals is kind of stupid. Why do I wanna watch Back to the Future with singing, ya know? If I wanna see Back to the Future, I’ll watch it at home without all the dancing around.”

“Come on, Dominic, we know you’re in deep shit, and you know it, too,” Ramirez said. “Why not give us a hand here? We’re not after you in all this. We’re after Moretti and his little friend from across the waterway. This guy, Rossi? He’s bad news. Beyond bad news. And if he’s here, it means people are in danger. You can help us put them away for good if you just tell us what you know.”

“Mr. Deluca?” the barista called out, holding up his to-go cup not a moment too soon.

“Thanks, hun,” Dominic said, rushing over to grab the cup. He turned back to Agent Ramirez. “The coffee here? It’s real good, by the way.”

He then shouldered past the special agent and maneuvered himself out of the shop. Across the street, he could see a nondescript black SUV with tinted windows sitting there parked. He laughed to himself. These Feds were really the worst hiders ever. Though he couldn’t see the agents inside the car, he knew they were in there, listening to everything he’d just said to Agent Ramirez. He gave them a casual wave as he walked to his car before climbing up into the cab, starting his engine, and speeding off.

As Dominic drove away from the coffee shop toward the construction site, he felt his blood start to boil in his veins. Those Feds were really reaching if they thought they were going to get him, of all people, to flip. It wasn’t the first time they’d tried, either. They would come with tales of some kind of moral obligation like they had just tried now. Other times, they would threaten him. They would try to make him think they had something on him, as if that was going to get him to change his mind. As if he were some craven coward terrified of prison.

Honestly, it was more insulting than anything. The fact that they thought he was weak enough to be swayed was perhaps the sharpest insult anyone had ever heaved in his direction. But he had shown the Feds exactly who they were dealing with time and time again. They could add the tape of him telling Agent Ramirez to kick rocks to the ever-growing collection of similar conversations recorded over the years.

She had been right about one thing, though. Rossi was bad news, and his presence on American soil was only going to lead to a lot of innocent people getting hurt. And he was very likely going to have to deal with it. But he would deal with it his way and his way alone. He wouldn’t cooperate or collaborate with the Feds under any circumstance. And those who did were the lowest form of life imaginable.

As Dominic turned right at a traffic stop, he gripped the steering wheel with renewed intensity. He was looking forward to getting to his office and settling in for the day. This would be the day when he decided once and for all if they were truly at war. He hoped Giuseppe would be bringing good news from New York, but he was more than prepared for the worst.

Suddenly, from off to the left, a truck barreled across the road, speeding right for the broadside of his car. Dominic saw the oncoming vehicle too late and cursed loudly as it slammed hard into his SUV, T-boning the car and sending it flying into an empty alleyway. The front of the car hit the side of one building, and the vehicle spun with the impact until it slammed into the other wall.

Dominic felt his seatbelt tighten around him, and the sharp deployment of the airbag slammed into his face with such intensity it felt harder than some punches he’d taken over the years. As the car collided with the alley walls, Dominic could feel nothing but pain in his collarbone, his shoulder, his hip, and now his head.

Finally, the car came to a stop in the alley with Dominic slumped as far forward against the deflating airbag as his seatbelt would allow. As his blurry vision started to go in and out of focus, the only thing he could see were splotches of red. He instantly recognized this as his blood splattered against the white material of the airbag. His head swam with aching confusion, and every thought felt like agony.

He barely noticed as a series of figures surrounded the car and started to pull on the door. He could hear from their voices that they were men, and they were shouting at one another while trying to pry the door open to get at him.

Who were they, though? What did they want? Were they paramedics who had come to take him to the hospital? Demons come to drag him off to hell? His mind couldn’t focus on that right now because there was only one thought rattling around inside his head.

Maria. He had to talk to Maria. He had to tell Maria where he was and what had happened. He needed to make sure that Maria and Isabella were all right. That was what mattered most. He tried to move, to reach for his phone, but every inch of movement was a fresh explosion of pain.

Finally, the men outside succeeded in prying his door open. Whether they used some kind of tool or not, Dominic couldn’t tell. But they reached inside and grabbed him roughly without a care in the world about his injuries.

These weren’t paramedics.

“Come on you, cocksucker,” one of them screamed while wrenching Dominic out of the car.

This was some kind of ambush, some kind of attack. Dominic needed to act fast. Trying to ignore the pain as best he could, Dominic balled up one powerful fist and struck, hitting one of the men who was grabbing him in the face. He could feel the familiar sensation of cartilage shattering under his fist and knew that he had broken the man’s nose.

He fell back, letting go of Dominic, which caused the New Jersey boss to keel off to one side. He landed on one knee and howled in pain. That knee had clearly sustained some damage in the crash. But there were still at least three more men grabbing at him. Dominic reached out to grab one by the face and tried to push back as hard as he could against him. But the man was strong in his own right, and Dominic was far from one hundred percent.

So, he did the next best thing. He jabbed his thumb into the man’s eyeball, causing him to shriek in pain and fall away. But before Dominic could capitalize on that momentary victory, three more men rushed at him and slammed his aching, bleeding body into the wreckage of his car. He cried out as his spine nearly bent in half over the hood, but those screams soon were muffled as the men began to beat on him with fists and feet.

Dominic collapsed to the ground as the beating continued. They were stomping him into submission now, splintering ribs as they mercilessly pounded him.

“Son of a bitch poked out my fucking eye!” one of the men he’d incapacitated screeched in horror.

“He is strong one, this big fool,” a voice called out in amusement from farther back toward the truck that had initially plowed into him.

Dominic instantly recognized that thick-accented voice and broken English. He was remarking on Dominic’s ability to fight with the same reverence he’d used to describe the “merchandise” he procured off the streets, meaning he was taking some kind of perverse pleasure in this.

“Motherfucker!” Dominic yelled from the ground, still under a hailstorm of kicks raining down at him from all sides.

“Back up, back up,” Rossi called out as he approached, and instantly, the men assaulting him all retreated.

Dominic was left crumpled on the alley floor, looking up through swelling eyes and a haze of blood at the long-haired Italian national approaching him wearing what looked like black tactical gear.

It was a hunting outfit, Dominic realized.

He wore a sickening smile on his face, utterly delighted to see the once proud and mighty New Jersey boss beaten to such a pulp. Now free and clear of the pounding and with his head clearing just enough to be once more aware of his surroundings, Dominic reached down to his leg for the small handgun he kept holstered against his ankle.

“Oh, no, you don’t,” Rossi said, rushing forward and kicking Dominic in the forearm. He then reached down to the New Jersey boss’s ankle and removed the gun.

Dominic was running on rage now, though, and that always helped him push through pain. He lunged up, getting his weakening legs underneath him again and wrapping his arms around Rossi’s waist. He tried to drive the European back like a football player on a tackling dummy, and that worked for only a few steps.

Eventually, Rossi planted his feet and managed to hook one arm around Dominic’s head while wrapping the other around one of his arms. That put Dominic in a precarious position. Any grappler knew that once you controlled the head, you controlled the body. And Dominic’s head was firmly under Rossi’s control now.

Before Dominic could adjust, Rossi brought one knee up into his face, snapping his nose and causing his vision to blur. Dominic felt his legs turn to jelly underneath him as the last embers of his rage died out. He fell to his knees, and Rossi let go of him, allowing him to kneel in front of the human trafficker.

Dominic looked up into Rossi’s face one more time and saw that same jovial smile of challenge shining there.

“Impressive,” Rossi said.

“Fuck you,” Dominic spat back as flecks of blood flew from his lips.

“You would be wise to show me respect, Mr. Dominic,” Rossi said with a smirk.

“I’ll show you the fucking ground,” Dominic slurred through swollen lips. “I’ll fucking…fucking kill you…you fucking monster.”

“You kill me, Mr. Dominic?” Rossi asked in his broken English before laughing down into Dominic’s face once more. He bent at the waist until his chin was only inches away from the top of Dominic’s head. He then motioned for his men, who were most likely Moretti’s men, to back away. He then winked at Dominic as though they shared some kind of delightful secret meant only for them.

“Take your shot,” he said, pulling his arms back to open up his head and face for Dominic to attack.

Dominic didn’t have to be told twice. He summoned up the last of his strength to rise through the pain with a guttural scream of battle, slamming his knuckles into the point of Rossi’s sharp chin. The Italian’s head snapped back, and he stumbled a few steps but quickly righted himself. There was blood on his mouth now, but Dominic couldn’t tell if it was coming from his actual face or if it was some of Dominic’s blood from lacerations on his hands from the crash.

Either way, Dominic continued to rise, but he nearly doubled right back over in pure agony. He was hurt badly, and only sheer intestinal fortitude was keeping him upright.

“That’s better than I was expecting, Mr. Dominic,” Rossi said with a smile and a short laugh, as though Dominic had managed to score a basket on him shooting hoops in the park.

Had Dominic been at his full strength, he could have caved in the man’s lower jaw with a punch like that. But he was so much less now than he normally was.

Dominic had fought hurt before, but this was something else entirely. He felt like a painter who had suddenly lost his eyes. He remembered where the strength was, recalled with perfect clarity how to access it, but he couldn’t touch it at all.

“Come on then,” Rossi said, holding up his hands and beckoning Dominic forward.

Dominic responded by lunging at the man with a punch to the temple. But Rossi expertly blocked with his forearm, his hand hooked off to the side like the claw of a praying mantis. He easily wrapped his arm around Dominic’s like a snake binding its prey and punched the mob boss directly in the throat.

Dominic gasped for breath and nearly fell back to the ground. He might have if not for the fact that Rossi still had a strong grip on him. He tried to punch with his free hand, but Rossi easily knocked that away before slamming his face into Dominic’s with a wet splat. Dominic’s vision went black for a brief second as he recoiled. When it came back, he was looking at Rossi’s reeling back, ready to let another punch fly. This one he buried into Dominic’s ribs, following up with two more similar blows before burying his knee up in his torso as well.

Before Dominic could retaliate, Rossi slammed his forearm into Dominic’s temple. He started to feel his mind fading and used the last shred of his consciousness to spit a wad of blood in Rossi’s face. The Italian trafficker laughed at Dominic one last time before slamming his forehead between Dominic’s eyes for good measure. Then everything went black.
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“Nothing yet?” Marco asked, pacing back and forth in the center of the room as Salvatore peered out the window from Dominic’s office into the construction site.

“Nothing,” the loyal consigliere said.

“What the fuck?” Giuseppe exclaimed from his seat on the couch, slamming one of his fat fists into his thigh. “This is fucked up, Sal. I’m telling you, it ain’t right?”

“Just relax,” Sal said, trying to keep the situation calm. “It’s the skip. I’m sure he’s fine. Maybe he just got hung up at home with the wife and kid and he’s coming in a little late.”

“Yeah, I don’t think he’s fucking Maria, Sal,” Marco said, shaking his head in frustration. “He’s never late. I think you just don’t wanna acknowledge what we’re all thinking here.”

“Hey, I’m not gonna fucking hear that shit yet, you hear me?” Sal said with more than a hint of a threat in his voice. “You need to check that conspiracy shit at the door before you start trying to contribute in here when I have the floor, capice?”

Marco simply scoffed and shook his head. He had stopped pacing now and stared at Sal with his hands on his hips. “He’s not running two hours late with no word on a good day, let alone when there’s a potential war on the fucking horizon.”

“We can’t jump to conclusions,” Sal said simply, trying to stop this meeting from degenerating into a worst-case scenario. But even Sal had to admit Marco was starting to make sense.

“Has anyone tried Maria?” Giuseppe said, but Sal flashed him a snarling look of fury.

“Don’t you even think about it,” he said, pointing at Giuseppe with his index finger and pinky. “If this is nothing, we ain’t gonna worry the skip’s wife. That poor woman don’t need to get mixed up in this shit.”

At least not yet, Sal thought to himself. It was true that Dominic was one of the most punctual people on the planet. Punctuality was one of his main virtues, and he didn’t suffer tardiness of any kind. What was more, Dominic was a boss who practiced what he preached. He hated hypocrites even more than he hated the chronically late. He would never say one thing and then do another.

He led by example, and the example he set had created a precedent that was being completely ignored right now.

“All right, Marco, start hitting your contacts,” Sal said, pointing outside.

Marco would never call his contacts from a cell phone or landline. Rather, he would use the payphone down the street as per usual. That was a line the Feds couldn’t tap.

“On it,” Marco said, practically sprinting from the room out into the light of day.

Sal was surprised at the speed and severity with which Marco carried out the order. But then he figured that he shouldn’t be overly surprised by it. Marco and Dominic were old friends, and the love they shared definitely went both ways.

Marco had been working hard over the last few days to establish a few contacts within Moretti’s organization. It was exactly as Sal had expected. A number of the old man’s men were livid about the arrangement with Rossi, but they weren’t willing to stand against the Moretti family openly. Instead, they were acting as a sort of spy ring within Vincenzo’s organization, feeding information along to Marco.

Or, at least, that was what they were supposed to be doing. The alliance was brand new, and there hadn’t been a single report coming through yet. If this was truly to be the first one, then it would be a doozy right off the bat.

“Sal, you don’t think they popped the skip, do you?” Giuseppe asked.

But Sal simply shook his head. “No,” he replied quickly. That was as far into that answer as he was willing to go.

Feeling an oncoming wave of stress, Sal fished a cigarette out of his pocket and lit it before taking a deep drag. He had been trying to quit for some time, but in high-intensity situations, sometimes he still needed the occasional puff to calm himself down.

Unfortunately for him, in his role as consigliere to a major mafia crime family, every day brought with it high-intensity situations that had to be dealt with using grace and common sense. So, needless to say, he hadn’t quit smoking in any way, shape, or form.

Sal still couldn’t believe they were standing on the brink of a freaking mob war. The old man had gone off the deep end to be pushing this kinda shit. Thinking back to the meeting that had taken place in this very room, Sal could still feel his skin crawling. That old man had walked in here with a shit-eating grin to confidently pitch kidnapping women and children to serve up to freaks overseas.

And he had actually thought Dominic and his family would go along with it. He more than thought it; he seemed absolutely positive that they’d take him up on the offer. It was insane to even consider. And frankly, it was insulting. What kind of men did he think they were that they’d advocate ripping babies out of their mothers’ arms just to make a buck?

There was a difference between a crook and a monster. There was an easily definable line, and Sal had always believed it was a line Vincenzo didn’t cross. He wondered when he had let go of his own conscience and principles but then told himself that it was entirely possible the old man never had any to begin with.

“And nothing still from you?” Sal asked, turning to Giuseppe.

The fat capo simply shook his head sadly. He obviously felt incredibly guilty about his inability to make any official contact within the Moretti organization. The low-level soldiers and capos they had spoken with thus far weren’t in any kind of decision-making position. Decisions were only ever made by one person in any mafia family. That would be the boss himself.

The conduit to get to Vincenzo had always been his son, Ralph. Vincenzo never liked to rub elbows too much with anyone he felt was under his station. Which included just about everyone. Ralph had always been their intermediary, their go-between. As such, Giuseppe had forged a sort of uneasy cordiality with the younger Moretti that Sal had always assumed would pay off one day when the little prick took over for his old man.

But who knew when Vincenzo would be kicking the bucket? It certainly wouldn’t come anytime soon from natural causes. Despite his age, he was a spry old thing and seemed to be in perfect health.

Sal chalked that up to just another grave injustice of God. He knew families who had lost innocent babies to disease and accidents, yet this miserable old fuck was healthy as a mule. Where was the fairness in that? If going to church hadn’t been so important to his wife and mother, Sal would have stopped going altogether years ago.

He’d decided long ago that if there truly was a God, Sal didn’t like him very much. But despite this crisis of faith, Sal said a small prayer under his breath. It was a prayer for Dominic, for his safety. It was also a prayer for Maria and Isabella. Maria was a great woman, and Isabella was the kind of kid any father would be proud to have.

Dominic really did have this perfect little family life. It was something denied to a lot of men in his position. Heavy was often the head that wore the crown, and Sal had heard of bosses being miserable from the moment they took the job to the moment they breathed their last breath.

But Dominic wasn’t a miserable prick, and Sal couldn’t see him ever becoming one. He was a good man, a fair leader, and a man of conviction above all else. That was why Sal had agreed to come on as consigliere. He could have been just as happy running his crew and working as a capo, serving the family in his own right.

He certainly had never imagined himself in a situation like this. But then, along came Dominic. He had a lot of big ideas about how to change things, and Sal found himself nodding along anytime Dominic would start to talk about what he wanted to do to make their family stronger and more profitable.

Dominic was a disruptive force, which was a good thing in their world. He was a game changer who would come in with a new vision and force the family to move into the future while still paying homage to and respecting the past.

That made the skipper a valuable person, and Sal wanted to ensure that he was guided correctly. Marco was too emotional to be consigliere, and Giuseppi lacked the fortitude one needed to make hard recommendations. A consigliere couldn’t roll over for the boss. Sometimes, they had to tell the boss things they didn’t want to hear and be the voice of reason where there otherwise was none.

Sal knew he could be that force and help guide Dominic to where he needed to be to make the best possible difference in the organization as a whole. So, he had accepted the position begrudgingly. It had been beyond frustrating at times. He and the skip had argued in this very room, screaming at one another, sometimes with such intensity that it very nearly came to blows. Such was the case when two hot-headed guineas were passionate about a subject.

But despite the frustration, despite the arguments, and despite his inability to quit smoking, Sal would have taken the position over in a heartbeat. There was never a second when he regretted taking it. Because, at the end of the day, they were making record profits without victimizing civilians.

Sal sometimes thought about the first scene in The Godfather, where Don Corleone was meeting with people on the day of his daughter’s wedding. The undertaker came to him to speak of how his daughter had been brutalized by a young man, and the don had seen justice doled out.

That was the way it used to be, when the mafia families supported the neighborhood. It was at one time considered taboo for anyone in neighborhoods like Newark or Brooklyn, places with heavy Italian influences, to go to the police for anything. You didn’t go to the police because they couldn’t be trusted. Back then, they were a bunch of Irish pricks who spat on the Italians. You went to the don, and he saw justice done.

Back then, the Italians made their own laws, kept their own rules of conduct, and it worked. Now you had bosses like Moretti who were so drunk on their own power that they separated themselves from the people. That wasn’t Dominic. He made sure the people knew his face, knew that they could come to him when there was trouble. He was bringing the entire concept of La Cosa Nostra back to where it should have always been.

Sal was proud to be an integral part of that, and he would follow Dominic Deluca into the gates of hell if need be. He just hoped that Dominic hadn’t already arrived there.

It was nearly a fifteen-minute walk down the street to the nearest payphone. With everyone having a cell phone nowadays, it was getting harder and harder to find a payphone Marco could use for business.

Thankfully, this one was still available. Most mafiosos had made the switch to burner phones long ago, but that wasn’t Marco’s style. He wanted to continue using payphones for as long as they existed. The one he currently stood at might have been the last one in Jersey for all he knew.

“I’ll have to get one of those stupid fucking flip phones, I guess,” he muttered to himself, picking up the receiver and inserting coins to start calling around. Marco was agitated beyond belief. That wasn’t new, though. His resting state was irritation.

His crew knew when he was hitting critical mass, as they would say. When that happened, everyone needed to hit the deck and get the hell out of his way. Marco could have a violent temper, particularly when games of chance were involved. That was why Dominic forbade him from playing poker anywhere in or around the construction site.

And all because he put one guy’s head through a plate of aluminum siding. Honestly, the skip had overreacted on that one. The bastard had deserved it for being a no-good, rotten cheat.

But it was fine. Where Dominic Deluca said to go, Marco would go. He owed him that much. The two of them had grown up together, played together, and become men together. He was the closest thing Marco had to a brother. Well, aside from his actual brother, but he was a prick and didn’t count.

Marco’s excitable nature and penchant for the dramatic made him a lot to handle for some people. As such, he hadn’t had many steady friendships throughout his life. But he’d always had Dominic. Since they were children, Dom had always held a special place in Marco’s life. And when he rose in the ranks as Jack’s protégé, he had brought Marco with him. Now, Marco was wealthy and free. He served a purpose and was an integral part of the organization.

He could never repay Dominic for making him a part of something so much bigger than himself. Of course, in his role as Dominic’s head of espionage, his already neurotic tendencies had only grown. He was now privy to so much information, so much damning data concerning people, places, and things, that it was easy to get swept up in it sometimes.

But right now, he couldn’t let himself get overloaded. Right now, he had to remain focused. Because while Sal might not have wanted to voice the truth, Marco knew something had happened to Dominic. And if old man Moretti had taken that good man out of this world, then Sal would make it his mission in life to usher that old bastard to the gates of hell personally.

It had been one of Sal’s proudest moments ever when Dominic had told that old prick off and called him a cunt. It was the most à propos description anyone had ever made of the motherless old fuck. Marco had wanted to jump into the air and give Dom the old hip hip hooray for that one.

But of course, that wouldn’t do. Dominic might have lost his cool, but that wasn’t a green light for everyone to start piling on. Marco knew they were balancing themselves in a rather tumultuous position, and any undue push would cause a lot of hardship.

So, he stayed quiet, but he made sure later that day that the skipper knew exactly how proud he was of him. They’d shared a drink together shortly after the New York contingent left.

“You absolute fucking savage,” Marco had said, smacking Dominic in the chest with the palm of his hand. Even after all these years, he was always shocked at how Dominic’s body had always remained in a constant state of solid muscle. It was like hitting a wall. Honestly, it was a little unfair.

“You think I went a little too hard there?” Dominic asked, sitting down at the table where the dirty deeds had all unfolded.

“Too hard?” Marco exclaimed, turning a chair around and sitting on it backward. “Brother, man, you didn’t go hard enough. That old twat was soiling his fucking diaper when you stood up. I mean, what the fuck? He wants to sell kids to a bunch of fucking perverts? He’s gonna be about as popular as crotch rot among his own men by the time this is done. I think you’re just the first one to stand up to him.”

“We’ll see, I guess,” Dominic had said thoughtfully, taking a deep sip of his drink and sitting back reflectively.

“Sal’s probably gonna give me an earful,” he said with a shrug.

“Fuck Sal,” Marco said, looking around after the fact to make sure the consigliere wasn’t within earshot. “If he has a problem with what happened here, just tell him, ‘I’m the fucking boss; you’re the fucking advisor, so fucking advise and move on.’”

“Hold on,” Dominic said with a laugh, taking another drink. “Let me write that down. How many fucks was that?”

“Not enough,” Marco replied. “Never e-fucking-nuff.”

“It could lead to war, though,” Dominic said thoughtfully.

Marco waved that thought away quickly, though. “Are you kidding? You had him laying eggs already. He’s not gonna step back at you after all that.”

“You really think so?” Dominic asked. “You know who we’re dealing with here. You know his reputation.”

“I wipe my ass with his fucking reputation,” Marco said dismissively. “I’m telling you, man, we’ve got nothing to worry about. And if we do, then we do what we’ve been doing since grade school. We fucking handle it.”

“Just that simple?” Dominic asked, taking another thoughtful sip. “We just…handle it?”

“Goddamn right we do, skip,” Marco said, holding up his half-full glass.

Dominic raised his as well. “To handling it then,” he said, as they touched cups and each took a sip.

“And when it’s time to handle this shit,” Marco said before stopping himself and correcting what he said. “Sorry, if it becomes time to handle this shit, I’ll be with you the whole time. We’ve got this together.”

“Together,” Dominic said, raising his glass in solidarity.

That scene had replayed itself over and over again in Marco’s memory on a never-ending loop since Dominic was as much as ten minutes late coming in this morning. Something had happened out there, and he was going to find out what. And once he did, heaven help anyone who’d had a hand in it.

“Yeah?” came a voice on the other end of the phone.

“Paulie,” Marco said.

“Who the fuck is this?” Paulie said on the other end of the line.

“Your sister’s cunt,” Marco replied.

“Oh, hey, Marco,” Paulie said. “Shit, what a fucking day.”

“What’re you talking about?” Marco asked.

“You don’t know yet?” Paulie asked.

Marco’s stomach tightened. “Paulie, if I fucking knew, why the fuck would I be calling you?” Marco asked, trying and failing to control the volume of his voice.

“Hey, man, if you don’t know, then I ain’t gonna be the one to fucking tell ya,” Paulie said defensively, sounding as though he were about to hang up the phone.

“Paulie, I swear, you hang up this fucking phone, I’ll find you and roll your balls through a fucking pasta maker.”

“All right, all right,” Paulie said defensively.

Paulie was a capo in Moretti’s organization, and he was risking an awful lot by even talking to Marco. Marco was appreciative, of course, but he needed answers right now more than he needed to exchange pleasantries.

“Out with it,” Marco said impatiently.

“Look, he’s alive,” Paulie said with an unsteady voice. “But that’s kinda where the good news ends…”

Paulie then launched into a story that was working its way through the Moretti family that morning. As he continued on, Marco’s jaw tightened through a combination of horror and unconditional rage.

He needed to get back to Sal right away.
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It was nearing noon by the time Maria finally had a chance to sit down. She practically collapsed onto her plush white couch and just allowed her weary body to rest for a long moment.

She had spent the morning cleaning the kitchen. That was preceded by making breakfast for Isabella and then making sure she was entertained. She was sitting in front of the TV, watching cartoons, while Maria scrubbed, polished, and waxed her way through their entire kitchen.

By the end of this long to-do list, her entire body was feeling worn out and she needed some serious rest. But she wasn’t about to sit on her white couch covered in oven grease, so after ensuring Isabella was still entertained and productive, she treated herself to an extra-long, hot shower.

She really needed that shower. The belting hot droplets of water brought her to a happy place she hadn’t been able to find much of lately. That dark cloud that had been hanging over her every waking moment since Isabella’s birthday was still there, still settling over her like a heavy-duty cloak.

But when she was in the shower, at least she felt free and clear. This shower had been more pleasant than others of late. Maria knew Isabella was fine and occupied. She had nowhere specific she needed to be for the rest of the day, and she was proud of herself for being highly productive up to now.

So far, it was a good day. It was exactly what she needed to turn all that mounting anxiety away for good. She tried to tell herself that it was the beginning of a new day, a new year in her daughter’s life. Things were good. And they were going to stay good if Maria had anything to say about it.

Maria would always fight for the future of her family. It was the most important thing in her universe, and she would defend her husband and daughter like the universe itself was at stake. She realized she couldn’t allow something as silly as a weird feeling to throw her off her game.

After all, she was raising an impressionable young life here. She needed to be on her game every single day. It was sometimes terrifying to think how one bad day for a parent could create a core memory that haunted a child well into adulthood. That was so much responsibility for one person to handle. And to be honest, even in her early forties, Maria sometimes still felt like a kid. She was still learning, still growing, and yet she was expected to have all the answers.

Of course, she wasn’t alone in the quest to turn Isabella into a productive member of society. Her husband was there in the trenches with her as often as he could be, and she was thankful for that.

Dominic had seemed perturbed this morning when he had left, but Maria knew better than to ask about it. She didn’t like to ask him about his business. There was nothing she could do to help him with those problems, and, as he had once told her, the less she knew, the better from a legal standpoint.

Of course, a wife could never be compelled to testify against her husband and vice versa. It was one of the laws in this country that made the most sense and was actually fair to the couple. From the moment she slid that ring on her finger, she would never have to worry about such matters again. It was a wonderful day for so many reasons, but that was certainly one of them.

In front of Maria, Isabella was watching some cartoon show about a British pig. Maria didn’t mind this one as much. She absolutely hated the one with the weird dogs who were firemen and police officers and whatnot. This one was slightly more tolerable. She wished Isabella would’ve just gotten into Sesame Street like she was at that age, but part of the fun of watching your child grow was seeing them make their own choices.

“Baby, come sit with Mama,” Maria called over to her.

Isabella looked back suddenly, as if she had been completely unaware that Maria was there the whole time.

“Okay,” she said, scrambling to her feet and running over to the couch.

She climbed up, and instead of sitting beside Maria on the couch, she climbed into her lap. Maria loved this, and she promised herself that she would treasure it for as long as it might last.

Isabella was already getting big, and Maria had no idea when she would hit that size where cuddling up on her petite mother’s lap would become too much of a burden for the both of them.

Treasure every moment, she told herself. Every single one. Each moment only happens one time in its unique way, so don’t let them pass by, girl.

She had come to this conclusion a few days ago on Isabella’s birthday. After her early morning terror at finding neither her husband nor her daughter where they should be, she felt eerily grateful for the return to normalcy. That was when she told herself that she needed to start paying more and more attention to every passing moment. One never knew when the still and pristine waters of life would be disturbed by God throwing a stone.

She was taken from her thoughts quite suddenly by the ringing of the doorbell. Maria’s eyes darted to the foyer. She wasn’t expecting anyone and thought it must’ve been an Amazon delivery or something of the like. But after another moment, there came a loud knock. That was certainly no delivery man.

“Baby, Mama has to go get the door, all right?” she said, shifting Isabella off her knee and onto the sofa cushion.

Isabella didn’t even respond. She just moved from one surface to the other without breaking her gaze on the cartoon pig.

“Is that Daddy at the door?” Isabella asked, her voice alight with hope.

“No, baby, Daddy doesn’t ring the doorbell,” Maria said off-handedly while straightening her robe and walking toward the foyer.

Isabella’s daddy obsession was tremendously cute, but it was starting to get a little tiresome. Maria wondered if the roles were reversed, if she were the one out of the house all day and Dominic was home with Isabella, would she suddenly have a mommy obsession? Or would she be having so much fun with Dominic that she wouldn’t even notice Maria’s absence?

She needed not to think like that. It wasn’t right. She wasn’t in competition with Dominic for their daughter’s affection, and she never would be. Of course, if she were, she would certainly be losing.

Maria chastised herself again, not even thinking to check through the peephole before opening the door. The entryway swung open to reveal a stone thrown by God.

Two federal agents, a caramel-skinned brunette with blond highlights and a tall, fit black man, were standing there, waiting in the doorway. For a moment, Maria forgot to breathe. When her body remembered that it required oxygen to live, she drew in a quick gasp that she nearly choked on.

“Mrs. Deluca?” the female agent said. “I’m Special Agent Julia Ramirez. This is Special Agent Todd Johnson. Can we come in for a moment?”

Maria’s mind was spinning with a thousand answers. Should she just slam the door in their face? Tell them she had no comment about anything? Stall them and text Dominic to come home right away? But then she thought of something Dominic had told her a long time ago, something to remember if law enforcement ever came knocking on the door.

“You gotta remember, Maria,” Dominic said to her out in the backyard on the day they had closed on their house and officially moved in together. “Someday, they’re gonna come knocking on that door, and they’re gonna be trying to act like they’re your best friends. But they’re not your friends. Remember that. No matter what they say, no matter what they do, they’re not your friends. They’re not here to help. So, if they show up and they’re all smiles and warmth and they’re asking if they can come in, there’s one thing you have to say back…”

“Do you have a warrant?” Maria asked, dutifully reciting those words and throwing them into the faces of the agents.

She had to remember they were not her friends. They weren’t there to help. They were here for something on her husband, and if they didn’t have a warrant, they weren’t coming into this house.

“No, ma’am,” Agent Ramirez said with a calm shake of her head. “We’re not here to search the premises or make any kind of arrest or anything. We’re just here to ask if you’ve seen your husband today.”

“Unless you have a warrant, then please get off my property,” she said, going back to another line Dominic had armed her with. She started to shut the door when Agent Ramirez spoke up again.

“Ma’am, we have reason to believe your husband may be in serious danger,” she said quickly.

Maria paused, leaving the door open a crack so she could only see the side of Agent Ramirez’s face. “What?” she asked, completely forgetting for a moment that these were not people to trust.

“Mrs. Deluca, your husband’s car was found in an alleyway this morning completely totaled. There had been some kind of accident, but we weren’t able to locate your husband at the scene. There was, however, quite a lot of blood both in and out of the car.”

Maria’s heart practically stopped beating. Her eyes went wide as saucers, and her throat was suddenly dry and scratchy. “No, that can’t be true,” she said, feeling tears welling up behind her eyes as her voice cracked.

What she was saying was too unbelievable to actually be the case. There had to be some kind of trick going on. This was some kind of federal agent trick that she should be smart enough to see through. This couldn’t actually be a thing that was happening. Not to her Dominic. Not to her. Not to their family.

Agent Ramirez held up a small black cellphone with an image on the screen. “Mrs. Deluca, is this your husband’s vehicle?” she asked, nearly pressing it to the crack in the door.

Maria’s lungs deflated, and she practically passed out right then and there. It was a photo of Dominic’s black SUV, but it was completely demolished. The entire driver’s side had been completely crumpled in, and the windshield was a smashed spiderweb of wide cracks. The front of the car was mostly intact, though it had clearly taken some punishment.

The driver’s side door was hanging on by only one of its hinges, and she thought she could see blood on the dark leather seats and the ground beside the car.

Forgetting herself, she opened the door all the way and reached out to take the phone in her hands. Agent Ramirez pulled the phone back and held up a hand to stop her from grabbing the device.

“Can we please come in, Mrs. Deluca?” she asked again. “We just need to ask a few questions.

Everything in Maria’s body, every cell and drop of her blood was telling her to turn them away. No warrant, no entry. That was the rule. But those pictures… that was Dominic’s car. Her Dominic. And if that was his blood, then he’d lost a lot of it.

She needed more information. She needed to know what was going on, and there was only one way she was apparently going to get that information.

“Fine, come on,” Maria said, fully opening the door and stepping aside to grant entry to the two agents.

“Thank you,” Agent Ramirez said, crossing the threshold into the foyer accompanied a second later by the still eerily silent agent Johnson.

“Mommy?” Isabella called out from behind her.

Maria turned to see Isabella standing behind her in the hallway, looking with curiosity at the scene between the three adults.

“Hi, sweetie,” Agent Ramirez said. “I’m Julia. I’m a police officer.”

“Don’t talk to my daughter,” Maria quickly said, moving to stand between Agent Ramirez and Isabella.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Agent Ramirez said. “I didn’t mean to offend.”

“Isabella, go upstairs to your room right now while Mama talks to these people, all right?”

“Mommy, what’s going on?” Isabella asked, clearly realizing that something was happening out of the ordinary here.

“Isabella Mafalda Deluca, you go upstairs now, young lady!” she cried out, pointing emphatically at the stairs.

Isabella looked horrified as she turned and sprinted up the steps. From there, Maria had a solid view of her daughter’s room on the second floor and was able to confirm that she had gone inside.

That was one headache down.

She then returned her attention to the two agents.

“All right, what happened?” Maria asked, craning her neck to see the phone.

“As we said, we found the vehicle but no body,” Agent Ramirez said.

Maria felt a wave of coldness pass over her at hearing the special agent use words like “body” in reference to her husband.

“So, that means he’s not…?” she started to ask, a gasping sob choking her with emotion as she tried to fight desperately for composure.

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” Agent Ramirez said. “Did your husband say anything to you when he left this morning about where he was going or who he was meeting with?”

“No,” Maria said, shaking her head and sniffling. It took everything in her right now to avoid bursting into hysterics in front of these two federal agents who would just as soon slap handcuffs on her husband as they would help him. “No, he just left for work.”

“I see,” Agent Ramirez said when Maria mentioned work. “Mrs. Deluca, what does your husband do for a living? What’s his place of employment?” Maria blinked in surprise.

“He’s a consultant for Venditti Construction,” she said, giving that well-practiced answer. That was what she needed to say whenever anyone asked, federal agent or not.

“And do you know the people he works with?” the agent asked her seriously, taking out a notepad and a pen. “Can you give me the names of the people he most frequently works alongside?”

“What?” Maria asked, suddenly very confused.

The kind, understanding smile had dropped from the agent’s face now, and she was giving Maria a very severe look. The kind that said give me my answers now or else.

“Answer the question, please, Mrs. Deluca,” she said. “Their names, addresses, phone numbers, anything you can give me. The sooner I get this information, the sooner I can get to the bottom of what happened to…”

“What the fuck?” a loud yet familiar voice called out from the doorway.

Maria’s eyes darted back over to the foyer to see Marco, Salvatore, and Giuseppe, three of Dominic’s business associates and friends, standing there in the open door. These men were more than just business associates. They were practically family. Marco, especially, had even been Dominic’s best man at their wedding.

Of course, Marco had been the one who had spoken.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” he asked, pointing with his pointer finger and pinky at the two agents.

“Same as you, I assume, Mr. Frieri,” Agent Ramirez said. “Trying to find your missing boss.”

“Really? Since when do Feds investigate car accidents?” Marco asked her pointedly.

“Since it involves a potential kidnapping,” Ramirez responded quickly.

“Really? You’re calling it a kidnapping already, then?” Sal said quickly. “So, your supervisor will confirm that this is officially a case that was passed on to the Bureau?”

That was when Maria fully realized she’d been suckered. Something had clearly happened to Dominic, but these two agents weren’t here under any kind of legal authority investigating the disappearance.

“Marco?” Maria called out over the agents’ shoulders, craning her neck to see around them as they tried to block her. “What’s going on?”

“Where’s the warrant?” Salvatore asked, walking around the agents to stand between Maria and Ramirez.

“We don’t have one,” special agent Ramirez said simply. “Mrs. Deluca was kind enough to invite us in.”

Marco peered around her at Maria, his eyes wide with a look that screamed, “What the fuck are you doing, Maria?”

“Well, I think you’ve worn out your welcome, and I think Mrs. Deluca would like you to go, Special Agent,” Sal said, clasping his hands behind his back and trying to stand as tall and imposing as possible.

“I think that’s something for the lady of the house to convey, Mr. Ricci,” Agent Ramirez said, trying to look around Sal to make eye contact with Maria.

This time, it was Sal who was blocking them. “Maria, would you like these agents to leave your house, your private property now?” Sal asked, with a very obvious edge to the question.

Maria instantly knew exactly what the right answer was. “Yes,” Maria said quickly, still sniffling and frazzled but with enough wherewithal to answer the question the right way.

“What?” Agent Ramirez asked, clearly trying to play dumb and stay in the house for as long as humanly possible.

“Please leave, Agent Ramirez,” Maria said, clearing her throat and increasing the volume of her voice. “I would like you to leave my house now, please.”

Agent Johnson immediately turned to leave, slowing his gait for a brief moment to make stoic eye contact with both Marco and Giuseppe. Agent Ramirez was slower to comply with Maria’s wishes, but after a brief moment, she gave a slow nod.

“Thanks for your cooperation,” Agent Ramirez said to her with a nod. “If you think of anything you’d like to add to your statement, please don’t hesitate to contact me.” She put a careful emphasis on the word statement as she extended a business card toward Maria.

Sal reached out and snatched the business card from her, crumpling it up and tossing it out over her shoulder.

Ramirez smirked at Sal and turned, pausing only to call out over her shoulder once she passed Giuseppe. “Have a great rest of your day, Mrs. Deluca. We’ll be in touch.”

As soon as she was out the door, Marco stormed over to it and slammed it shut. He rounded on Maria with a face of wide-eyed astonishment.

“Maria, what the fuck?” he spat.


15
[image: ]


Maria sat at her kitchen table, holding a cup of piping-hot tea in both hands. She stared down at the surface of the smoking liquid and couldn’t believe how absolutely stupid she had been. But if she somehow forgot, Marco was more than willing to remind her.

“Maria, I know you know better than to let that fucking Fed bitch walk in here and start looking around and asking you questions without a fucking warrant,” he said, clearly trying yet failing to keep his composure.

“I know,” Maria insisted, letting the warm surface of the mug warm her palm. “I know. It was dumb.”

“It was more than fucking dumb, Maria!” Marco spat back at her. “It was the dumbest fucking thing you could’ve done. What’s the matter with you?”

“Marco, enough,” Salvatore said, holding up a hand to stop his raging.

“What’d you tell her?” Marco asked, pointing a finger in her direction now.

“Nothing,” Maria insisted, suddenly becoming frightened of her husband’s oldest friend. “I swear you got here right after she did.”

“You told her absolutely nothing?” Marco asked to clarify.

“Yes,” Maria said. “She showed me pictures from a car crash and said Dominic was missing, and then she started asking about the people he worked with, and I didn’t say anything! I swear!”

“Jesus…,” Marco said, pacing again and sounding as though he were about to launch into another tirade.

“Hey!” Sal exclaimed, raising his voice now and pointing a finger at Marco. “I said that’s enough, all right?” Sal wore a look of extreme severity, his jaw locking into place. He looked as solid and immovable as a statue in that moment, and Marco certainly took notice.

“All right,” Marco said, relenting and gesturing toward Maria. “I’m sorry, Maria.”

“Where’s Dominic?” she suddenly exclaimed, looking back and forth between Sal, Marco, and Giuseppe, who had yet to actually speak since coming into the house.

“We don’t know,” Sal admitted, though Maria thought she could sense that he was holding something back. “But we have some leads, right Marco?”

“Yeah,” Marco replied, shifting his weight back and forth from one foot to the other. “I know he’s alive. I was able to get that. But…Maria, I don’t wanna lie to you. It ain’t good. But we’re working on it, all right?”

“What the fuck is happening, Sal?” Maria said, turning her attention back to Salvatore, who she knew to be her husband’s top advisor. “Just tell me what’s going on. I have a right to know what’s going on and where my husband is!”

“Mommy?” Isabella’s voice called out from the hallway. She was standing at the base of the stairs, looking in at the four adults in the kitchen, clutching her new doll to her chest. She was clearly anxious and wanted to know what was going on.

“Isabella, go back to your room, baby, please!” she exclaimed, but Isabella was rooted in place.

Thankfully, Marco took that opportunity to jump in. He immediately walked out of the kitchen with a huge smile on his face.

“Hey, kiddo!” he exclaimed, smiling down at Isabella, who was actually his goddaughter.

“Hi, Uncle Marco,” she said, looking up at her uncle with uncertainty still in her voice.

“What’s that you got there, munchkin?” he asked, pointing at the doll.

Instantly, a bit of light came back to Isabella’s voice. “It’s my new Cindy doll!” she said, holding up the doll for her uncle to see. “Mommy and Daddy got me her for my birthday!”

“They did?” Marco exclaimed in an exaggerated fashion.

“Yeah!” Isabella exclaimed back, matching Marco’s cartoonish enthusiasm.

“Wow!” he said, looking back at Sal and pointing at the doll. “You hear that, Uncle Sal?”

“That’s awesome!” Sal said, trying to sound as enthusiastic as possible in the moment as well.

Isabella giggled, clearly feeling like the coolest kid in the world with all of these adults making such a huge deal over her new doll.

“I bet you have a bunch of cool outfits for Cindy up in your room, don’t you?” Marco asked, and Isabella’s eyes grew wide as she nodded emphatically.

“I do! Wanna see?” she asked, beyond excited to show her uncle all of the awesome accessories she’d gotten along with Cindy.

“Do I ever?” Marco said, grabbing her by the hand and running with her up the stairs.

Maria listened until she heard Isabella’s giggles recede all the way to the second floor, and she breathed a sigh of relief. Thank God for Marco and Sal. They had been able to calm Isabella down and distract her when the Lord only knew Maria was entirely incapable of doing so.

“All right,” Maria said, steadying her voice and trying to take a sip of the tea Guiseppe had poured for her without a word. However, she instantly recoiled as the liquid was still entirely too hot and left a small burn on her upper lip. She took a steadying breath and looked up at Sal. “What happened?”

Sal sat at the table opposite her and folded his hands in front of him, looking every bit the professional advisor Maria knew him to be. Dominic had once told her that there would be no organization without Sal. He was the glue that held the team together under Dominic’s leadership.

“As far as we’ve heard, Dominic’s car was run off the road by some people who aren’t super happy with him right now,” Sal said slowly, carefully, deliberately choosing each word for maximum effect and protection.

“Who?” she blurted out, not in the mood for all this La Cosa Nostra cloak-and-dagger crap. “Who has him? And how do you know he’s alive?”

“Maria, trust me,” Sal said, holding up a hand to stop her questions. “The less you know, the better right now. And you know Dominic would be telling you the same thing if he were here.”

She couldn’t fight him on that. Dominic would have definitely wanted her as protected as possible, but she couldn’t just sit here with no information and be expected to carry on with her day. Was she just supposed to sit back on the couch and watch more cartoons about British pigs while her husband was out there somewhere, dead or bleeding? Sure, they were saying he was alive, but what if they were wrong? Unless she knew exactly what was happening, there was going to be a lot of what-ifs floating around in her mind.

“But someone has him?” Maria asked.

Sal gave her a solemn nod. “They do,” he said, and she could hear how heavy his heart was at the admission. “For now. We’re going to get him back. Marco already has people on this. We’re putting pressure on every possible angle. Honestly, we should know something within the next few hours.”

“And you don’t think it’ll be too late by then?” Maria asked, her stomach dropping as she asked the question she didn’t even want to consider. “You don’t think…whoever it is will just kill him?”

Sal was quiet for a long moment and glanced back at Giuseppe. Seeing the big captain leaning against her countertop, Maria remembered the tea in her hands and took another sip. It was more bearable this time, at least.

“Maria, your husband…is a very important man,” Sal said carefully, trying to give as much information as possible without divulging too much. It wasn’t that they didn’t trust Maria, but Dominic had always told her that information was dangerous. By having too much of it, she could open herself up to potential threats. “There are consequences to eliminating someone at that level of importance. Consequences I don’t think the people involved here want to incur.”

“Then why take him?” Maria insisted. This wasn’t making any sense.

“I’m not sure,” Sal admitted. “Look, there’s a lot we know, but there’s also a lot we don’t know. But we’re getting more information constantly, and once we know what we’re dealing with, then we can focus on…bringing him home.”

Maria could fill in the blanks well enough to understand what that meant. She knew better than to ask for clarification she’d never receive. Still, though, she wanted something else, anything else, some sliver of information she could hold on to. Something to hang hope in her heart that her Dominic would walk through that door again.

“Sal,” she said, tears starting to spill down her cheeks.

He reached over with one large hand and gave her shoulder a squeeze.

“Just bring him home, please. Bring him home to me. Promise me you’ll bring him home.”

Sal was quiet for a long moment before giving her a slow nod and a sad smile. “I promise,” he said, standing up and looking back at Giuseppe and motioning for him to fetch Marco.

Guiseppe then waddled out of the kitchen, and she could hear him padding up the stairs.

“We need to get going, but we just wanted to stop over to let you know as much as possible.”

“I appreciate it,” Maria said and meant it. She had no idea what would have happened if she had let those special agents remain in the house. “And thanks for…you know…saving me from myself back there.”

“Of course,” Sal said with a wink. “You’re scared, and they were preying on that. It’s not your fault. But if they come back…?”

“No warrant, no entry,” she said dutifully.

“Attagirl,” Sal replied with a thumbs up.

Maria could hear Marco and Giuseppe coming down the stairs now and knew that it was time for her husband’s three closest associates to go out there and do all the things she could never know about to get him back.

“Just remember,” Maria said, stopping Sal at the doorway to the kitchen. “You promised me, Sal.”

Sal gave her a nod and turned to leave. She wanted to believe him. She wanted to take his promise seriously, hold on to it as proof that her husband was as good as on his way back to her. But then she remembered something Marco’s wife had said one day while Maria had been out for cocktails with a bunch of the other wives.

She tried to remember exactly how she put it, but it went something like: “Mobsters are professional liars.”
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Dominic groaned in pain as his aching body responded to the tiniest movement. Everything from his ribs to his shoulders to his knees throbbed with unimaginable pain. For a moment, he couldn’t remember where he was or how he’d gotten there. Everything was a blur.

“Maria?” he called out through split and swollen lips. He wasn’t sure where he was or what he was doing there, but the location of his wife was the first thing on his mind. “Maria?”

“Maria?” a heavily accented voice asked in a singsong tone. “Who is that? A wife? A child? Either way, consider me interested.”

Dominic knew that voice. With a sudden, hellacious burst of realization, he understood what had happened. He remembered all of it. He remembered the crash, the pain, the beating he’d endured. He remembered trying to hold his own against Rossi. He was so fast, so efficient. He knew exactly where to hit Dominic to inflict maximum pain and bring him down. He had toyed with him like a cat with a wounded bird before knocking him unconscious.

Dominic wondered, after that staggering display of martial prowess, if he would be a match for Rossi at full strength. He certainly wanted to find out, but he had a feeling that wasn’t on the European human trafficker’s to-do list for the foreseeable future.

Dominic was in total darkness. Even with his eyes open, he couldn’t see anything in front of or around him. All he could hear was the sound of Rossi’s voice echoing and reverberating in what must have been a fairly large space, like a warehouse.

When he tried to move, he couldn’t raise his arms or legs. He could feel hard plastic digging into his wrists. Zip ties likely. And his legs felt as though they were bound to the chair in which he sat by powerful ropes or cables. He was utterly immobilized. And even if Dominic could somehow break his bonds, he wasn’t sure if his body was strong enough to walk. It felt like he had broken ribs, and he wasn’t sure how extensive the damage was to his knees.

But there was still one other question he couldn’t answer.

Why was he alive?

Rossi had him dead to rights. He had been helpless in that alleyway, and if their plan was to interrogate him or try to win him over to their side…well, they had certainly fumbled that ball with the assault.

“When I get out of here,” Dominic said out into the void, “I’m gonna put you in the ground, you fucking psychopath.”

“You are?” Rossi’s voice called out, sounding shocked in the way someone might pretend when playing with a child. “Well, I guess we can’t have you get out of chair; can we, Mr. Dominic?”

“Just wait, freak show,” Dominic said, growling into the darkness.

This was normally his domain, where he reigned on high as a shadow who fought for freedom. But this darkness was a prison. It was all-consuming and terrifying. Dominic never liked to admit when he was scared, but inwardly, he was more than willing to acknowledge his fear. He wasn’t scared to die, per se. Moreso, he found that he was terrified that he’d never live to see Maria and Isabella one last time. Would they ever even know what had happened to him?

He assumed Maria would figure it out, as would his capos, if they weren’t all in similar situations right now. But Isabella might grow up believing that he had abandoned her, run out on her, left her to fend for herself in a world without a daddy. That right there was more than enough fuel to push him into survival mode. He was going to live. He was going to get out of this.

He was going to kill Angelo Rossi, and if he had to kill Vincenzo Moretti while he was at it, then he’d do that, too. This wasn’t how Dominic Deluca’s story ended.

“I’m waiting, Mr. Dominic,” Rossi said, his voice once more coming from another side of the room. That meant he was creeping around in the dark, slinking around him like a spider crawling through its web around a trapped fly.

Dominic hated himself for that mental comparison. He refused to see himself as some weak fly caught in the web of a predator. He needed to wait and listen. He had to find the right opportunity and survive long enough to capitalize on it.

Suddenly, he felt something lightly smack the side of his cheek. It felt like fingers grazing him ever so gently. He quickly turned his head in the direction of the sensation, feeling the ache of his migraine, broken nose, split lips, and sore neck and shoulders. It was possible he had strained or sprained something there as well, but he wasn’t a doctor and had no way of knowing.

“You see, Mr. Dominic,” Rossi said, his voice continuing to come from all around him. He must’ve been wearing some kind of night vision goggles. Either that or he had the night vision of a lion. That was a sobering and unsettling thought. “You are in my world now. You made big mess for me and my business partner. You cause me great distress. So, that means you must pay. Not just to me, but for me and my partner.”

“It would be like that ancient cocksucker to step up to me while I’m tied down,” Dominic said with a laugh.

“Oh, Mr. Vincenzo is no here,” Rossi said, and suddenly, the lights in the room snapped on, bathing Dominic in their fluorescent glow. But the light seemed to be limited only to a small circle that contained him, bound to a chair in exactly the manner he’d anticipated. Rossi stood about five feet in front of him, pulling a pair of night vision goggles from his face, with a table behind him on which sat various blades, guns, and instruments of torture.

Dominic managed to keep his face stoically indifferent in the face of the pristine knives, all of which had recently been cleaned and polished, even though he had a sinking suspicion that he would soon be helping spread a whole new color along the shining metal. He almost didn’t notice the other figure standing in the room behind the table, purposely looking down at the knives and not directly at Dominic.

“Ralph,” Dominic growled, narrowing his eyes at the heir apparent to the Moretti family. “I never would have imagined you’d be involved in something like this.”

“Shut up, Deluca,” Ralph spat back. “You don’t know anything about me.”

“Are you kidding?” Dominic said with a laugh. “We all know about Ralph Moretti, afraid to get his hands dirty cause he might mess up his manicure.”

“Well, I guess you’re about to find out how wrong you are,” Ralph bit back at him.

But Dominic could hear something in his voice that spoke volumes. “You know,” Dominic said, “maybe if you can say that without your fucking voice shaking, I’d be willing to believe you.”

“Mr. Ralph is here to learn,” Rossi said, taking command of the room once more and walking to stand between Dominic and Ralph. “He’s here to learn how to take the soul, how to give the pain, how to bring the death.”

“I don’t die here,” Dominic said defiantly. “Not a chance.”

“You don’t have a choice, Deluca!” Ralph yelled from behind the table, sounding just as uncertain as ever. “Y-you fucked around, and now…you found out.”

Dominic laughed, though it caused him to cough up a trickle of blood. But it was worth it to see Ralph stiffen from around Rossi and walk over to the other side of the table to point the tip of a knife in Dominic’s direction threateningly.

“You wanna laugh at me again?” he spat threateningly.

Dominic had been threatened many, many times in his life. However, he’d never felt less threatened by a threat than he did in the moment.

“I’ve been laughing at you for years, junior,” Dominic said. “And I’m not the only one.”

“Yeah, well, we’ll see who everyone laughs at when I’m the one who killed Dominic Deluca,” Ralph said, and that time, Dominic rolled his eyes.

He was trying to keep Ralph talking, trying to draw this little introduction out as long as possible. The more time they talked, the more time he wasn’t being horrifically tortured to death. In order to keep time on his side, he would have to control the conversation. It was proving all too easy with Moretti Junior here.

“The only one who’s dying here today, Ralphie, is you when I get out of this chair,” Dominic said.

“Yeah, fat chance or that you son of—,” Ralph started to say back to him before Rossi cut him off with a raised hand.

“All right, enough,” Rossi said, asserting himself between the two men. He pointed back at Ralph. “You no talk no more, Mr. Ralph. He is playing you, you see? And you are playing into it.”

Ralph’s eyes widened in shock, and he suddenly looked very angry. His eyes narrowed in scorching hatred, and he looked as though he wanted to disembowel Dominic right then and there.

That was fine. Let him want. Wanting to kill someone and killing them were two very different things. Of the two of them, only one of them had ever actually killed someone before. And by the time this was over, that was still going to be the case.

“Now, you, Mr. Dominic,” Rossi said, reaching down to pull his shirt up over his head and toss it to the side, revealing his bare, muscular chest. “You are going to belong to me by the time this is over.” He took a blade from the table and started to advance on Dominic slowly, a sadistic look of fury and hunger alike burning behind his monstrous, predatory eyes.

“Do your worst, fuckface,” Dominic spat. “Let’s see what you got.”
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Paulie stood nervously on a street corner in Newark, looking over his shoulder as if someone from the Moretti family might be waiting behind every closed door like some deadly hidden camera show.

Marco was watching him from across the street, through the window of a deli that his crew used as a front. He appeared to be alone, and Marco needed to make sure he stayed that way. For all he knew, they were walking into a trap.

“There you are, you prick,” he said, his tongue poking out between his lips.

“Do you think he was followed?” Sal asked from behind Marco, standing over him to peer through the blinds as well.

“Nah, I think he’s clean,” Marco replied. “If they’re following him, then they’re sending fucking ninjas.”

Marco had been keeping an eye on Paulie for almost twenty minutes now. He was satisfied that he’d done as asked and came alone.

“Send the car in,” Marco said to Sal. “Every second we wait is another second these pricks do whatever it is they’re doing with the skip.”

Marco knew exactly what they were doing with Dominic. Paulie had explained it to him in detail over the phone. The word around the Moretti gang was they were going to torture him to death and give the kill to the old man’s idiot son. But Marco swore that wouldn’t happen. He’d instructed Paulie to find out where Dominic was being held and then meet them at this address. He wasn’t aware of it yet, but he was going for a little ride.

A black Town Car pulled up in front of Paulie, and one of Marco’s men got out with a gun pointed at the Moretti captain. He saw Paulie throw his hands up in defense as another of his men came around and draped an opaque black bag over his head.

Paulie was then stuffed into the back of the car as it peeled out.

“There we go,” Marco said.

The car would continue on for a full ten minutes, making random turns this way and that in order to identify any potential pursuers and throw off Paulie’s sense of direction. He’d then be brought back here to the deli, coming in through the back entrance, still blindfolded, completely unaware that he was right back where he had started.

“Ten minutes?” Sal asked, looking down at his watch.

“Correct,” Marco replied.

“Let’s do this then,” Sal said, cracking his knuckles.

A little more than ten minutes later, Paulie was led into the center of the deli’s kitchen at gunpoint with the bag still over his head. To properly set the scene, Marco had ensured that the lights were dimmed and he and Sal were standing there just at the limits of the illumination.

Marco gave a wave, and the bag was roughly pulled off Paulie’s head.

“Jesus!” Paulie called out, clutching at his chest as his eyes darted around the room.

“Stop trying to figure out where you are,” Marco said. “If you had friends coming, they ain’t coming no more.”

“I swear, Marco, I’m on your side here,” he replied. “I don’t want nothing to do with old man Moretti snatching kids off the street. It ain’t right.”

“Damn, skippy, it ain’t right,” Marco replied, looking over at Sal.

The consigliere of the family was standing tall and straight, staring with a dead-eyed glare at Paulie while keeping a pistol gripped in his right hand.

“I got the information you want, Marco,” he said quickly, showing his palms as though to make it clear that he was unarmed.

Of course, Marco knew this already. He’d watched from the window as they searched him for weapons and a wire before loading him into the car.

“Where’s Dominic?” Marco asked simply. It was the only answer he needed. “What piece of that fucking cesspool city do we need to go rip apart to get him back?”

“He’s not in the city,” Paulie said with a shake of his head. “They kept him in Jersey. Vincenzo thought it was too risky to try to carry a high-value target over the state line. They got him holed up in a warehouse in Woodbridge. Abandoned place. Last spot anyone would think to look for him.”

“Any word on what they’ve been doing to him?” Marco asked. He didn’t want the gory details of what a deranged psychopath subjected torture victims to, but a part of him had to know. He needed to understand what he was walking into. If Marco walked into that warehouse and found his friend flayed or split open with his guts hanging out, there was no way he’d be able to hold on to his composure.

“He’s alive last I heard,” Paulie said. “They said Rossi’s been working him over for hours now, but…”

“But what?” Marco asked, taking a step toward Paulie.

Obviously, Paulie had nothing to do with Dominic’s abduction or subsequent torture. But he was currently the subject of Marco’s ire for lack of a better option. He was standing for members of the Moretti family, and that was where every iota of Marco’s rage and pain was focused at the moment. He knew that whatever they found in the warehouse wasn’t going to be pretty.

The severity of what he discovered there would inform his next move. It would determine whether he’d just kill Ralph Moretti and Rossi or whether he’d take his time with them.

“Well, your boss is a stubborn prick,” Paulie said, but it wasn’t uttered with any malice. Instead, it sounded more like admiration. “Rossi can’t break him, can’t make him scream. It’s apparently…upsetting him. But it’s also drawing out the process so you can hopefully still get there in time.”

Marco felt a swell of pride for that tough old bastard. It certainly sounded enough like Dominic that Marco believed what Paulie was relaying. He was telling the truth, and they were going to bring the skipper home.

“Then you’re gonna take us there, Paulie,” Marco said simply, keeping his face stoic and severe. And you’re gonna pray that when we get there, the information is good and he’s alive and in one piece.”

“Hey, he’ll be there, I promise,” Paulie said with an easy shake of his head. “In one piece was never part of the deal.”
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Dominic’s teeth pressed together with such strength and intensity that one of his back molars cracked. That came as Rossi was crouched in front of him, dragging yet another of his long, crooked blades down Dominic’s torso. He swallowed the scream of utter agony that wanted to push out from his lips.

He wasn’t going to give in. He wasn’t going to let this freak win. He wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of breaking him. He learned quickly that Rossi seemed to view breaking a victim as gaining some kind of ownership over them. He more than wanted Dominic to break, to scream, to submit and to relent to his power.

He needed it.

And Dominic was determined to deny him every step of the way. He might have been wounded, bleeding, and bound, but as long as he was able to maintain his composure and keep himself from screaming, he maintained the power in this ever-deepening dynamic. He had figured Rossi out hours ago, and instead of succumbing, becoming his, Dominic was making the European psychopath his instead.

He knew Rossi wouldn’t kill him until he broke. There was no way. The way in which he seemed to yearn for the scream, for that moment of release, had connotations to it that Dominic didn’t want to consider. But still, if he could keep it up, if he could lock his scream behind his teeth, then he’d be able to keep himself alive long enough for Sal and Marco to mount a rescue.

He was sure they were already out there somewhere looking for him. There was no doubt in his mind. He also knew Marco was establishing contacts within Moretti’s organization. That meant they likely knew what had happened to him and just needed to zero in. He just needed to buy more time. Just a little more time.

That was how he justified his never-ending cycle of pain. Just a little more. He would time it sometimes. Tell himself that he just needed to last another thirty seconds, another ten. Compartmentalization kept him focused.

Ralph, much like Dominic had anticipated, wasn’t doing much of anything. He was standing behind Dominic’s chair and holding him in place for the blade. That seemed to be the extent of his contributions.

Rossi pulled away from Dominic and snarled in frustration. His hands and forearms were covered in blood now from the endless lacerations he’d carved into Dominic’s chest and stomach. But there was no danger of Dominic bleeding to death. Rossi had seen to that each time, and Dominic knew it was coming again.

Reaching into a large box off by the center of the table, Rossi pulled out a road flare like the one someone might light when having car trouble. Dominic immediately started focusing on his breathing—in and out, over and over. He found that if he started breathing through the pain before it even started, it made things a little easier.

“Mr. Dominic,” Rossi said, his eyes narrowing at his bound victim as Ralph let go of Dominic to walk away.

Dominic could feel the steady flow of blood working its way down his bare abdomen.

“You are a wonder, sir. Better than all who sit in chair before you. But you will break. You will scream. You will be mine.”

He lit the flare, and Dominic watched as a blood-red flame erupted from the top of it, bathing Rossi’s entire face in a crimson light.

“You will!” he screamed, rushing at Dominic and shoving the lit flame against his flesh.

Dominic slammed his eyelids closed and gritted his teeth, closing his throat around the scream that wanted out in the worst way. But he couldn’t give in. He wouldn’t give in. He had to keep going, had to last longer. He needed to draw this out, needed to maintain control.

Finally, he felt a slight relief as Rossi pulled away and heaved the torch out into the darkness, where it burned on the concrete floor along with several others.

There was no longer any blood, no longer any wound. Just a blistering, oozing burn scar cauterizing his flesh closed.

“Do you want me to try?” Ralph offered, walking toward Rossi and reaching toward the table.

“No!” the Italian national cried out, grabbing Ralph by the forearm and bringing his face in close. “No! He is mine! He is not yours! I will break him, and I will have him! He is nearly at end. I can smell it. He is strong, but I am far stronger. Now get over there and hold him in place.”

Ralph stood in place, looking back and forth between Rossi and Dominic.

“Now!” Rossi demanded, and Ralph rushed back toward Dominic’s chair, crouched beside him, and wrapped an arm around Dominic’s throat to hold him still.

“Now,” Rossi said, picking up a wicked curved knife from the table that had yet to taste Dominic’s flesh. “I think for this one, we’re going to—” Rossi was interrupted suddenly as every light in the warehouse snapped on as one.

For the first time, Dominic could see the entirety of this prison. It was some rundown old, abandoned building, a warehouse that looked as though there might have once been machinery lining the floor.

“What in the…?” Rossi asked as suddenly the door leading outside burst open, and through the entryway, Dominic could hear the sound of gunfire.

It sounded like there was an army outside engaged in some massive firefight in the street. It was true that there was indeed an army out there, Dominic realized. His army.

That was confirmed a second later when Marco burst into the space.

“Dominic!” he called out until he noticed the three individuals in the center of the room. Without another word, he took aim at Rossi and started to fire.

Rossi kept his hand clutched around the knife and ran like a scalded dog, fleeing for the back exit as Marco drew closer.

Ralph was taken off balance by the horrifying turn of events, and Dominic realized that his time to strike had come. He threw all of his weight to the side, toppling Ralph to the floor with the heavy chair landing on top of him.

Ralph screamed in pain and recoiled, turning back to find himself face to face with Dominic and just as immobilized.

“Wait a minute,” Ralph said, his eyes suddenly wide with terror.

The sight of that kind of fear made Dominic feel as though he were nearly back to form. Without a word, he thrust his face forward, sinking his teeth into the soft flesh of Ralph’s neck. He screeched in a high-pitched shrill as Dominic bit clean through his carotid artery, sending a fountain of flood out onto Dominic’s face, into his mouth, and up his nose. He wrenched back, pulling a piece of Ralph’s neck clear off the body, and spat it on the floor bitterly.

“Holy shit,” Marco said, looking down at Dominic’s handiwork. Then he took note of Rossi’s handiwork splayed out across Dominic’s torso in all its gruesome detail. “Holy shit,” Marco said again, but this time it was with a sense of revulsion and anger behind his words. He turned his gun on Ralph, who was still twitching and spilling blood onto the concrete floor. He fired three times at near-point-blank range, completely obliterating the Moretti heir’s face.

“Let Daddy bury what’s left of you, ya fucking prick,” Marco said before scanning the room for any sign of Rossi. “The son of a bitch is gone,” he said down to Dominic before crouching beside him and pulling out a knife. “But we’ll get him.”

He then started to use the knife to cut away Dominic’s restraints. Now free and clear of the chair, Dominic’s wounded body crumpled onto the floor into the pool of blood forming around Ralph.

“Marco!” one of the soldiers yelled from the doorway. In the distance, Dominic could hear sirens. “We gotta go!”

“I’m not even gonna ask if you can walk,” Marco said, grimacing as he stared at his multitude of wounds. “So, let’s say this time you lean on me for a change, and we can get the fuck out of here.”

“Let’s go,” Dominic said with relief, reaching one shaking arm up to wrap around Marco’s neck. He gave one last glance down at Ralph’s still corpse as Marco started to lead him toward the door.

“Told you so, you fuck,” he said, sneering down at the faceless corpse.
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Dominic wasn’t sure if it was pure relief at being alive and out of the clutches of a madman or the coursing pain drugs they were pumping into his system, but the bed he lounged in at St. Barnabas Hospital might have been the single most comfortable piece of furniture he’d ever laid upon.

He tried to lay as still as possible. Despite the morphine that flooded his veins whenever he pushed the nifty little red button he clutched in his right hand, even the tiniest movements sent him into a dizzying tornado of pain.

“Ugh, son of a bitch,” he remarked to himself as he pushed the button for the morphine drip again.

“It won’t work again so fast,” Sal said, nodding toward the button and Dominic’s insistence on pressing it again and again.

“Ugh, fuck this button, and fuck it’s fucking mother!” Dominic cried out in frustration.

At least the bed was comfortable, though. It was like lying on a fluffy cloud that only got fluffier the more he was allowed to press that damn button.

“Baby?”

Dominic heard a voice ring out in the hallway. While the pain certainly didn’t stop, it didn’t seem nearly as important anymore.

“In here!” he called out, shocked by the hoarse weakness in his voice.

Maria came barreling into the room, running to his bedside with tears streaming down her face. She reached out and grabbed at his hand with both of hers, pressing her lips into the bandages that covered his fingers.

“Oh, baby,” she said, leaning up, gently kissing around the bandages on his face over and over again. “Oh my God, I was so worried. I can’t believe it. I… Oh my God.”

It went on like this for a few more minutes, and Sal had excused himself quickly to wait outside the door, along with two very large armed soldiers of their crime family who were there to make sure any New York filth didn’t try to worm their way in to finish the job.

“Where’s the kiddo?” Dominic asked. He wanted more than anything to see Isabella right now, but he didn’t want to frighten her with all the bandages and wires attached to him.

“She’s coloring in the waiting room with Marco,” Maria said, motioning back toward the door.

“You really think she’s gonna be all right seeing…?” He let the sentence hang in the air and simply gestured up and down his body.

“I don’t think anyone is gonna be able to stop her from seeing her daddy,” Maria said with a shake of her head. “But I warned her that you were gonna have band-aids on and to remember that you’re gonna be all right.”

Dominic nodded. “What’d you tell her? Car accident?”

“Car accident,” Maria confirmed.

As far as lies went, Dominic had to admit it wasn’t a bad one. The best lies, after all, were based at least partially on the truth. Dominic was trying to think about the moments just before that truck had T-boned his car. What had he even been thinking about? What had seemed important at that point to him?

He couldn’t remember. It didn’t feel like there was a world before the accident, before the abduction, before the torture.

Though Dominic had never given in to Rossi and the endless scores of torment he’d inflicted upon him, signing a morbid signature upon his flesh, the experience had still imprinted itself into his psyche. Every time he closed his eyes, it felt like he was back there, tied into that chair with that long-haired maniac calling down to him in that accented, singsong voice. Because of that, Dominic was trying not to close his eyes very much. He hadn’t slept for more than a few minutes at a time since getting there, and that had more to do with the drugs than anything.

Dominic felt like he needed to be alert. He needed to be ready to defend himself in case something else happened. But then he tried logically to tell himself that there really wasn’t anything that could happen. He was safe there. He was protected both inside and outside the room. There would be at least three people there with him at all times. He was beyond Rossi’s reach now, beyond Vincenzo’s reach even, which extended far outside Manhattan.

He still couldn’t believe Moretti had actually gone through with an assassination attempt. And it wasn’t enough to kill him. He’d had to give him to that deranged maniac like some kind of chew toy to a rabbit pit bull. Just thinking about it made Dominic shake with rage. And considering even that gentle quaking was enough to rack his body with pain, he tried not to think about it.

Moretti had tried and failed. Dominic was alive, and in return, Moretti had lost his son, his heir. How had Ralph put it to Dominic right before the torment began?

He fucked around and found out.

But that wasn’t enough. No, it wasn’t enough by a long shot. If this motherless old prick wanted a war, he was going to get the great-grandmother of all wars blowing down his door. War was coming for Vincenzo Moretti, and it was coming for Angelo Rossi. There was no universe in which they walked away from this unscathed. There was no universe in which either of them walked away from it at all.

Dominic wasn’t like them, though. He wasn’t going to prolong their suffering. He wasn’t going to torture or abuse them. That was the work of psychos and maniacs. As was made clearly evident by this experience, a fast death was more efficient. Had they decided to put a gun to his head in that coffee shop or finish him off after the car accident, the problem would have been solved. But he had lived; he had escaped, and now what was once hunted would become the hunter.

“Daddy!”

The most angelic, wonderful, joy-inspiring voice of all time filled the hospital room with its jubilant tones and instantly dispelled all thoughts of Moretti, Rossi, and revenge. There was something far more important to take care of now.

“There she is,” Dominic said, smiling through his agony to make sure his daughter wouldn’t be scared. “Hey, you.”

Isabella was holding Marco’s hand in one hand and a balloon that said, “Get well soon, Daddy,” in the other. She let go of both to spring toward his bed.

Marco caught the balloon before it bumped into the ceiling, and Maria moved in to intercept Isabella before she slammed into Dominic’s side.

“Careful, baby,” Maria said, slowing Isabella down. “Daddy has boo-boos, so you have to be gentle with him, all right?”

“All right!” Isabella said, already looking past her mother toward Dominic with a bright little smile on her face that Dominic was convinced could ignite the stars if harnessed correctly.

Isabella slowed down as she neared Dominic’s bedside and looked hesitantly back and forth between her two parents.

“It’s okay, sweetie,” Dominic said, reaching out one bandaged hand for hers.

She seemed to be studying all the different bandages on his body, though Dominic had taken careful measures to ensure that his blankets were covering the ones over his torso. Even though it raked raw, scorched nerves, he wasn’t going to let his daughter see the horror show that monster had made out of his body.

Family beach trips might be awkward down at the Jersey Shore, but at least she’d be protected from the awful truth of what he had become under the knife of that twisted creature.

Eventually, Isabella slowly reached out and rested her little hand in Dominic’s palm. He slowly wrapped his fingers around her hand and wrist and gave it a little squeeze.

“I’m sorry you have boo-boos, Daddy,” she said, looking back as though she were forgetting something.

“You looking for this short stuff?” Marco asked, brandishing the balloon she’d carried inside with her.

“Yes!” she said, reaching out with her free hand to take it. She then held it out toward him. “Here you go, Daddy,” she said with a triumphant grin, as though she had discovered some miracle product that would instantly knit his wounds back together.

“Oh, perfect,” Dominic said. “I feel better already.”

Isabella’s face broke into an open-mouthed smile at the sound of that, and Maria quickly tied the balloon’s string to the side of Dominic’s bed so he could look at it whenever he wanted.

“I love it,” Dominic said, reaching up to run his thumb along his little girl’s cheek. “And I love you, angel.”

“I love you, too, Daddy!”

An hour and a half later, Maria had gone home with Isabella, leaving Dominic alone with Salvatore and Marco.

“Where’s Giuseppe?” Dominic asked, looking back and forth between the two of them as Marco moved to close the door.

There were still two burly bodyguards outside the door, watching and waiting for someone to try anything funny.

“Running clean-up with the soldiers,” Sal said, gesturing toward the window. “We didn’t sustain heavy losses, but we didn’t get out unscathed.”

Dominic nodded. Based on what Marco had already told him, they’d stormed the warehouse with thirty men. Moretti had only had a crew of ten guarding the entrance, and they were on Jersey turf. That meant Dominic’s rescue party had been able to overwhelm the enemy and wash over them like a tidal wave.

“All right, we can get moving without him,” Dominic said, drawing a deep breath that made his bruised, stitched, and burned chest ache.

“He’s gonna pay,” Marco said.

“You’re goddamn right he’s gonna pay,” Dominic said, emphatically pointing at Marco. “That old fucking prune thinks losing his son was bad? Wait until he sees what else I fucking take from him.”

“The old man?” Marco said with a nod.

“Yeah, him too. But I was talking about that Euro-trash freakazoid.”

Dominic’s eye twitched involuntarily at the mention of Rossi, and he tried and failed to keep his face from popping up there in the shadow of his mind’s eye.

“Him too,” Dominic said in agreement, but he didn’t want to dwell on the subject. “But the old man is the one I want bad. It was that prick who started all of this. He thinks he can move on a boss? Why? Because he’s number one in New York? He’s gonna learn real quick how far someone can fall.”

“Speaking of fall,” a voice said from the doorway, cracking the door open and peeking their way inside. “Looks like you had quite the fall, Mr. Deluca.”

“Agent Ramirez, good to see you,” Dominic said with all the sincerity of a get-well-soon card from an undertaker.

“You look like you’ve seen better days, Mr. Deluca,” she said, walking right past Marco and Sal without so much as a passing glance.

“You know, visiting hours are over,” Dominic said, pointing toward her and the door. He was already infuriated that those two lumbering jackasses out there had let her in.

“Oh, I’m here on official business,” she said, pulling out her badge and flashing it to the room. That certainly explained why the guards had let her in. “We’re investigating your disappearance officially at the Bureau.”

“Are you actually this time?” Sal brought up with a scoff, to which the special agent shot him a weathering glare and slight, curt nod.

“I didn’t know the Feds handled such low-profile cases,” Dominic said dismissively.

“On the contrary, Mr. Deluca, we find any case having to do with you very interesting. Like you crash your car into an alleyway and just vanish, only to show up in a hospital nearly a full day later, all sorts of…well, pardon my French…, but all sorts of fucked up.”

“Maybe I was abducted by aliens,” Dominic said. “I dunno what happened. My car got hit. I passed out. I woke up in a ditch. A Good Samaritan found me and dialed 9-1-1.”

“Where is this Good Samaritan?” Agent Ramirez asked, and Dominic shrugged.

“Not sure. I wasn’t super conscious at the time. He called the ambulance and left. Now, here I am.”

“So, you’re telling me that your car was struck and totaled,” she reiterated. “You lost consciousness in the crash, woke up without your car, in a ditch, where an unknown Good Samaritan found you and called 9-1-1? And now you’re here with no explanation for those injuries.”

“I think the car wreck is a pretty decent explanation, Special Agent, don’t you?” Dominic said with a raise of his eyebrows in lieu of a shrug that would’ve been entirely too painful.

“Come off it, Mr. Deluca,” Agent Ramirez said. “We know you’re at odds with New York. We know they abducted you. And we know you all shot your way out of there.”

“That sounds like a thing someone would get arrested for by someone who knows something for sure and has proof,” Dominic said simply. “But I dunno, Agent, I’m not super familiar with all the Bureau’s rules. Hey, what’re the rules about pretending to work a case to bully your way into someone’s house for a completely unrelated matter?”

“I can see we’re not going to get anywhere here,” Agent Ramirez said. “That’s fine. I just thought I’d give you the chance for the easy way out. We don’t even want you. We want Moretti and Rossi, and we’re determined to get them.”

“I wish you good luck on your venture then, Special Agent,” Dominic said with a mock salute.

Agent Ramirez turned and walked out of the room, slamming the door to the hospital room behind her. The noise made Dominic’s already pounding head ache all the more.

“Dumb bitch,” Marco muttered under his breath, flashing his middle finger at the door.

“I still can’t believe she walked into my fucking house,” Dominic said, still reeling from when both Marco and Maria had relayed that story to him.

“That one is dangerous,” Sal said, pointing at the door after Special Agent Ramirez.

“You really think so?” Dominic asked, genuinely curious.

“Oh, yeah,” Sal said with a nod. “She’s a ladder climber. She’s got ambition. She’s gonna do whatever she’s gotta do to get that next notch on her belt.”

“She doesn’t have shit on any of us,” Dominic said, waving a hand dismissively. “Besides, you heard her. They’re after our friend, Vincenzo. Shame they won’t be able to get him before we do.”

“So, she says,” Sal retorted.

“You think she’s trying to play both sides?” Marco asked.

“Her? Fuck yeah,” Sal replied as though that were an absolute fact of the universe.

“Let her,” Dominic said, once more wanting to put Special Agent Ramirez out of mind. “At least we know the old fuck isn’t gonna start cooperating with the Feds. That’s a step too far, even for him.”

“I dunno,” Sal said, once more contradicting.

“You really think so?” Dominic asked.

“We didn’t think he’d resort to trying to pop a capo regime, either, and here you are, skip,” Sal said.

Dominic nodded. His consigliere definitely had a point there. He turned to Marco.

“Put someone on her,” Dominic said.

“On a Fed?” Marco replied with his eyes up.

“Yes, on a fucking Fed!” Dominic exclaimed, raising his voice despite how much it hurt his throat and diaphragm. “I’m done underestimating our friend from New York. I’m fucking done with it. So, from now on, if there’s even a ghost of a chance that there’s an avenue he’s taking to try to come at us, we need to treat it as an absolute certainty. So, you put someone on her. If she so much as queefs in his fucking direction, I wanna know about it!”

“You got it, boss!” Marco said, and Dominic could already see the gears turning in his head.

“Now, for our senior citizen friend,” Dominic said. “We need to get him out in the open.”

“Do you wanna be the one to do it, skip?” Sal asked, but Dominic shook his head.

“Nah, I don’t give a shit,” he said. “The heat’s too high right now for me to do anything. So, if we get the chance, we fucking take it. What about the other New York families? They have to be shitting bricks over this trafficking crap. And you know they’d kill for a chance to take the old man down.”

“They’ve already declared neutral in this war,” Sal said with a shake of his head. “Well, three of them have at least. Tony Marino is willing to talk.”

“Two-Ton Tony?” Dominic asked with a snort. “Fuck him. He don’t got shit. The Feds are so far up his ass he can’t sneeze in the direction of a score without some special agent saying salud. We’d just be inviting trouble.”

“Then we’re on our own,” Salvatore said.

“Same as always,” Marco remarked with a nod. “There’s Paulie, the Moretti capo who helped me track you down. I could keep trying to keep that line of communication open.”

“You don’t think the old man suspects?” Dominic asked. “He’s gonna know someone ratted to you about where I was. If I’m him, I’m keeping all my people on a tight fucking leash.”

“So, we just need to get him out in the open then,” Sal repeated. “He has those garbage routes in the city. His bread and butter.”

“Burn that bread,” Dominic replied. “Do everything you can to disrupt his revenue flow. And we need to do everything in our power to make sure he doesn’t have an export channel for that trafficking shit.

“Right,” Sal said, and Marco simply nodded.

“You put the word out to the soldiers and the lower captains,” Dominic said. “Go to the fucking mattresses. We’re at war.”
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Vincenzo walked slowly through the dilapidated warehouse. It had been closed off as a crime scene to anyone and everyone until the detectives and Feds had picked it clean. But this was one of the many times where it paid to be Vincenzo Moretti. A few well-placed phone calls to some powerful people and he was walking into the scene of the crime alongside Angelo Rossi and a team of forty armed men.

Vincenzo didn’t say anything. He couldn’t. He’d tried several times. He’d thought about words and even the order he could put them in. But when it came time to actually open his mouth and speak, he found that try as he might, nothing came out.

Vincenzo thought he was finally starting to understand. To give voice to what he was seeing, what he was feeling, was to make it real. It was to admit that his son, his heir, his precious baby boy, who he had bounced on his knee as a baby, was gone.

Not just gone, but dead. And not just dead but murdered. And not just murdered but savaged.

The details had been relayed to Vincenzo with excruciating detail. The way Dominic had pounced upon Ralph like an animal, the way he had ripped and tore at his flesh with teeth like some mongrel dog. How he had ripped through his son’s carotid artery before bathing in his blood.

It sounded like some kind of satanic ritual. And to know that was the end for his son, his precious, wonderful son…that was too much for Vincenzo Moretti to stand. And so, he couldn’t speak. He wasn’t sure if he’d ever be able to speak about it.

On top of the sheer horror of all this, the heart-wrenching loss, coupled with the disturbing story, Vincenzo was feeling something else stir within him. A feeling he hadn’t known in many, many years.

Guilt.

He thought about his last several conversations with Ralphie. Hell, the last several years’ worth of conversations even. He had been unnecessarily harsh. He’d been cruel. He had pushed Ralph to become something that he clearly wasn’t. He was trying to mold Ralph into the son he wanted instead of appreciating the son he had.

That was when he realized the final trap and ultimate cruelty of fate. Because now he would have done anything, given anything, spent anything, gone anywhere, just for one more second with the son that he’d had.

Vincenzo felt his bottom lip quivering as he approached the center of the room, where a large white tarp soaked in blood lay on the floor. He knew that tarp was his destination. He knew he needed to see what was under there. But he also knew he was nowhere near ready for it.

“Is such a senseless death,” Rossi said from beside Vincenzo.

From anyone else, these words might have felt somehow comforting. There might have been sympathy in the voice that spoke them. But from Rossi, they just sounded hollow. It was like an AI robot generating the words one would offer a grieving human being without any of the inflection and intent behind them.

But he also wasn’t wrong. It was senseless. And he had made it happen. Ralph had challenged him on this partnership with Rossi. He had tried to talk his father out of this path, tried to steer him back onto a more familiar trail.

But Vincenzo hadn’t listened. Vincenzo was too busy counting his hypothetical money. He’d seen something in his son that day. Some fire that hadn’t been there previously. And he had wanted to see more of it. He wanted to stoke that fire and finally realize the potential that a Moretti should have.

Potential. That was a laugh. The potential of his bloodline, of his family. The potential of his name, his progeny. It was all gone now. All of it.

Vincenzo had worked so hard and for so long to ensure his dynasty. He had put such profound pressure on his son in order to squeeze a diamond out of a lump of coal without ever stopping to consider all the wonderful things that coal could do. It could make a train move, warm a house, cook food, but Vincenzo hadn’t been interested in that.

He had just wanted his diamond. And somehow, he had told himself, convinced himself that the only way to fast-track the transformation he’d always envisioned for his son was to push him into a world he’d never wanted to send him to before. By killing Dominic, Vincenzo believed Ralph would be made for life. He would finally have people understand that this was the son of the great Vincenzo Moretti. And because of that, the son, too, would be great.

Ralph could have taken over the family as a feared and respected champion. The man who had toppled an empire. It was poetic and beautiful, and so he had entrusted that journey with the man standing beside him. A man, Vincenzo had come to realize, he didn’t fully understand.

“What do you mean?” Vincenzo asked, finding his voice finally. It sounded old for the first time in his life. Despite being in his seventies, Vincenzo had always maintained a strong baritone, a commanding vocal presence that could cut through any rabble. But when he spoke now, his voice sounded shriveled and tired. It sounded like the voice of a beaten and tired old man. And, at that moment, it was.

“Is senseless,” Rossi said, gesturing at the tarp. “The way Mr. Dominic…end your son. Is over so quickly. Is kill like animals kill. Is not power. Is not victory.”

Vincenzo’s heart hurt with such intensity that, for a moment, he considered he might have been about to have a heart attack. But that wasn’t the case, thankfully for him. The meaning behind Rossi’s words was starting to sink in. He wasn’t calling Ralph’s death senseless. He wasn’t calling Ralph a monster for murdering him. Instead, he had simply taken issue with how Ralph had been killed. He sounded almost offended that Dominic would kill Moretti’s son without taking the time to savor it.

What the hell kind of moral was that? What kind of lesson? How did one say something like that to a grieving father and expect to make them feel any better?

Unless Rossi had no intention of making Vincenzo feel better. That could certainly be the case. The way Rossi talked about death carried the cadence of someone talking about their favorite sports team. It was more casual for him, a normal part of his everyday life.

Vincenzo thought he might have hated the Italian for that. But, of course, he wasn’t about to say that out loud. It wasn’t just their impending business deal that kept Vincenzo from turning on Rossi. Honestly, at that point, with the loss of his son, his rage might have been enough that if he could have gotten out of the deal, he would have.

But Vincenzo’s continued loyalty to Rossi now went deeper than simply a never-ending spending account. Now, he was starting to understand the man a little more, and what he saw under the surface honestly terrified him.

Rossi was a stone-cold killer. He was a murdering bastard, and there was no denying that. He had no conscience to speak of, no compassion or empathy. He was just a void. He was a sociopath. But it went beyond that. There was a cruelty there. When he talked about his trafficking merchandise, there was a sadistic glee. He enjoyed their suffering. He enjoyed being the cause of it.

Many had called Vincenzo a cruel man in the past. But even he was never cruel for the sake of it. Even the trafficking organization was simply a means to money. It was an opportunity to rake in billions. He saw the women and children who would become cargo as dollar signs, not as his victims. He wasn’t engaging in this work because he had a passion for it.

But Rossi certainly did. In fact, Vincenzo wasn’t sure if he had ever met a single human being before now, who was more in love with his work than Rossi. It wasn’t possible to just walk away from a person like that, was it? Well, it may have been possible to walk away, but you wouldn’t live long enough for it to amount to anything.

So, that meant Vincenzo was stuck. He had no choice but to continue, to soldier on, to stick to his guns and continue backing this specific terrifying horse.

But he believed that someone like Rossi, however terrifying they were to be around, still had their uses. And Vincenzo was planning on using him for more than just his generating money. There was one other take Rossi seemed perfectly poised to assist with.

Revenge.

It made sense. It played to Rossi’s passions. And Rossi was no happier with Dominic Deluca than he was. He could tell that something else had happened during the torture session, something Rossi was keeping close to the chest. But he had come out of the situation more driven, more focused. There was a definite shift in his entire demeanor.

That worked with Vincenzo’s needs perfectly. He might not be able to control Rossi and his psychotic bloodlust, but perhaps he would be able to aim it at his enemies and sit back to enjoy the show.

His phone vibrated in his pocket, and Moretti pulled it out to glance down at the screen.

“Is that our new friend?” Rossi asked, pointing at Moretti’s phone.

“It is,” Vincenzo replied. “Just going over some logistics for the first shipment. When did you say it would be ready?”

“One month,” Rossi replied. “It is amusing that you were able to find alternate transportation for my merchandise, was it not? We go to all this work in trying to force this situation to bend to wills, and all the while, there is alternative means staring us in face.”

“Life’s funny like that, I guess,” Moretti said, gritting his teeth.

He fired a text back off to their partner, saying that they’d be ready to move with merchandise in one week. He then added one last line to the message.

I need to talk later. At the warehouse now. Need to collect what’s left and right a few wrongs before I’m ready to move forward.

He sent the message and thought that would be the end of it. Keeping the phone clutched in his pocket, Vincenzo returned his attention to the sheet. He took a long, slow, deep breath and tried to stop his hands from shaking. He wasn’t prepared to see what was under there, but he really didn’t have a choice.

Vincenzo nodded to two of his men, who had taken up positions on either side of the tarp.

“All right,” Moretti said, giving them a wave and telling them to get on with it.

The two thugs grabbed the sheet and pulled, exposing Moretti to the last thing he ever wanted to see and ensuring that the sight of it would be burned into his mind’s eye for the rest of his natural life.

“My boy,” he said, and once more, his voice sounded very old and very tired. He practically choked on the words as they croaked their way out through his lips. “My boy, no!”

There was more of a desperation staining those words the second time, and Vincenzo fell to his knees at the side of his son or what was left of him. The body was limp and cold, lying in a pool of old blood. The flesh that remained visible was a sickly white, having been completely drained of what seemed like every ounce of blood.

“There are five liters of blood in the human body,” Rossi said matter-of-factly, looking down at the pool.

Vincenzo wanted to lash out at him, to scream for him to go away. He didn’t care about pointless, creepy factoids right now. All he cared about was the abomination he was looking at.

The cause of death was exactly what had been described to him. A chunk had been bitten out of the side of Ralph’s neck, leaving a sloppy, horrific wound in its place. But what was truly damning was the face or lack thereof.

There was no face left to speak of. It looked as though Ralph had been shot several times, leaving not more than a caved-in mess of blood, hair, bone, and tooth.

“Oh God,” Vincenzo cried out, crawling into the blood pool. His fingers opened and his phone tumbled free, dropping to the ground as Vincenzo grabbed at the mess of meat that had once been the sides of his son’s face. “Oh God, what have they done to you? Oh, my boy, what have they done to you?”

“The bullet holes in the face come from after death,” Rossi said coldly, as though he were a crime scene investigator. “As though someone put muzzle of gun right up against flesh. This was done on purpose. To…Como se dice? Send a…message?”

“They took his face,” Moretti said, still unable to comprehend the unfathomable cruelty of such an act.

They took his face after his death just so Vincenzo would never have the chance to look at his boy’s face again. They had even taken away his ability to say goodbye.

He screamed, his voice echoing off every wall in the warehouse. It was a guttural animal scream of pure rage and intent. Dominic Deluca was to blame here, and he would die brutally. He would suffer. He needed to suffer until his very last breath.

It was then that Moretti’s phone vibrated in his pocket again. Without even thinking, he reached one of his blood-covered hands into his pocket and pulled out his phone. It was the contact again with a very simple message.

I might be able to help with that… the message said.

And suddenly, Vincenzo was very interested.

How…? He typed in and hit send, leaving streaks of his son’s blood all over the screen of his phone.

He has a daughter… very young. Might be a nice addition to the first shipment…

There they were, those first four words. They were the answer. They were the solution he’d been looking for. That was it. It was perfect. It was poetry. Moretti’s sobs started to turn, becoming some unnatural amalgamation of heaving cries of anguish and cruel-driven laughter.

“He doesn’t die,” Vincenzo said, shaking his head.

“What?” Rossi asked, sounding suddenly disturbed by that very idea.

“He lives,” Vincenzo said simply, holding up the phone for Rossi to see.

“Oh,” Rossi replied upon reading their contact’s message. “Oh, this… This I like.”

As Vincenzo’s men helped him off the floor and walked with him away from the mutilated flesh that had once been animated as his son, Angelo Rossi stayed behind to admire the handiwork of the man who had done this.

Not man. An animal.

An intriguing, fascinating animal that Rossi needed another taste of. While that warehouse might have been a place of anguish for Vincenzo, it was just as deeply upsetting for Rossi. But while for Moretti, it was a place of loss and grief, for Rossi, it was a place of failure.

In this spot, he had identified a target and failed to claim it. He had worked his magic up on the flesh, scored the canvas with beautiful brush strokes that would lead him to his ultimate prize. But there was no prize. The beast had eluded him. It had fought him. It had taken everything Rossi had to give and denied him what rightfully belonged to him.

At first, it had been frustrating. It had been deflating and humiliating for him. He was Angelo Rossi. He didn’t fail, particularly when plying his most sacred craft. But something within that stupid, bulky, stubborn American had looked within the truth of him and figured out how to beat him. Rossi had sat with that reflection for several hours after making his escape.

It was actually amusing that Mr. Dominic’s friends seemed to think that just by barging through the front door, they had a chance to take Angelo Rossi off the board. That was insulting. He had over a dozen escape routes planned from that warehouse before ever bringing that beast man to that spot.

Escape had been the easy part. Rationalization had been different. For a human being to take all he had to give and look him in the eye defiantly… it couldn’t have been a normal human being. That was the conclusion Rossi had come up with. Dominic Deluca was different, much in the same way Rossi was different.

He had noticed early on in life that he was different from everyone around him. His family, his playmates, his classmates in Italy were all so normative and boring. They failed to look at the world and see it for what it truly was: a delicate walk between life and death. That was the truth of existence.

Life came so easily, and death could come even easier. Human beings were puppets held together by the thinnest strings that could be snipped so easily. But he was the only one to see that. He had never met another person who was removed from the rabble in the same way.

Though to consider Dominic the same as him was not a truly fair comparison. He was actually nothing like Rossi at all. Rossi was an advanced, evolved being who understood the fundamental balance of the world. Deluca, on the other hand, was a devolved, primitive form of humanity. A beast. A monster. The counterbalance to Rossi and his high evolution.

He had first noticed it when he had watched from a darkened corner of the warehouse as he had violently executed Ralph Moretti. He had fallen upon him like a beast, ripping and tearing with teeth, taking no time to savor the moment, no time to comprehend the balance tipping the way Rossi did.

For him, the act was guttural and primal. It was survival.

No wonder Rossi hadn’t been able to break him. He wasn’t sure if he had a second chance with Deluca in his chair once more that he would be able to work his magic to completion. There was a chance, a very good chance, that he would elude him again.

But that didn’t mean he was unbreakable. It simply meant that, like any beast, there was a specific way to break it. And when Moretti had turned his phone to Rossi and shown him the message that came in from their contact, he’d instantly seen the path forward.

He remembered how Deluca had woken up in this place. The way he had murmured the same name twice in a row.

Maria.

That had been it. Rossi never forgot a name.

Whether Maria was the name of his child or his wife mattered little. The fact that his awakening mind had called out to someone in that way meant that Deluca harbored a great love. It was a powerful emotion among the unevolved. And so, it made a lot of sense that a completely devolved beast like Deluca should love abundantly.

To take that love from him, to force him to live with that horror, that shame, that utter loss and despair, that would be what fully broke him. He would belong to Rossi, after all, but in a different way than anyone else ever had. Rossi wouldn’t grant Dominic death. He would grant him death through life. A living death. A hollow existence, void of purpose and joy.

That would be the ultra-violent conclusion, the grand finale to this symphony of chaos. And the orchestra was tuning up.
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Dominic sat in his hospital bed day after day, healing little by little. Many of his stitches had been removed, and his burns had been treated. A lot of the small aches and pains that worked together to contribute to the tornado of agony that was his very existence now were starting to fade.

Dominic was even able to get out of bed and wander the halls a bit. The doctors were frankly amazed that he was able to recover so fast. Dominic had always believed in self-actualization. He believed that he healed fast because he wanted to heal fast, and his intention drove action.

It might have been a silly superstition, but it was something that he often thought of in trying times. It helped push him forward, to take the next step toward his next goal.

His next goal…it was going to be a big one.

As a businessman, Dominic had spent his life chasing profit. He had approached scenarios from that angle and had made decisions based on what would be healthiest for the business first and foremost.

This, however… This was the first time in business that he was letting personal feelings take control. Revenge was all he thought of in that hospital room as he was forced to urinate into a tube and make awkward small talk with nurses and dietitians, who buzzed about the room to tend to his needs.

His rage kept him sane, kept him focused. His eyes remained locked firmly on the prize of Vincenzo Moretti’s head. His gaze needed to stay there, needed to remain locked on the target. Because if it didn’t, his mind might start drifting…elsewhere.

The dreams found him every night. It was the one time he couldn’t control the way his mind worked, where he couldn’t direct his thoughts to be what he wanted them to be. When he was forced to sleep, he always found himself back there. Back in that chair, back under the knife, back under that infuriating yet horrifying predatory gaze.

To be tied in place within that warehouse under the direct control of such a maniac was dehumanizing. Dominic could tell that Rossi only saw people as meat that he could carve up and play with as he saw fit. But Dominic had stood up to him in a way he was certain no one ever had.

For the first time, meat had fought back. Meat had escaped. Meat had gotten away and wasn’t going to just survive. It was going to thrive.

That was what he told himself during those waking hours, at least, when intrusive thoughts about the warehouse bullied their way through his thoughts of vengeance against the old man.

But the dreams were still a problem. They wouldn’t stop, and they ensured he wouldn’t have a single restful night of sleep.

Dominic wondered if it would be the same way when he was back home, back lying beside Maria with Isabella in the next room over. Once he was back in his world, his place of power, would that demon still have power over him? He wasn’t sure, but he certainly hoped not.

The only waking hours when he wasn’t thinking about revenge were during those times when Maria and Isabella were there visiting. He had become well enough that his daughter was able to climb up onto the bed with him for some much-needed daddy-daughter cuddles. He could read her a story and hold her and feel a sense of what it was like to be home once more.

That was what he needed to move on from the nightmare he’d been through.

Normalcy.

But he couldn’t expect Maria and Isabella to live at the hospital with him full-time. Eventually, they had to go home. But all too often, when they weren’t there, his top capos would be present, and they could discuss business together.

“How close are we to flushing the old man out?” Dominic asked, chomping at the bit for some news on this front. He needed that old man dead. He needed him rotting in a grave next to his ridiculous son. He had to die for what he’d done; there was no way around it. But with no direct access to Vincenzo, they had taken another route.

“Three of Moretti’s garbage trucks were firebombed this morning,” Sal reported proudly. And last night, we shut down five card games. Based on what we’re hearing, word on the street is that it’s no longer safe to do business with Vincenzo Moretti.

“That’s what I like to hear,” Dominic said.

“The only weird thing is that he hasn’t hit us back at all,” Sal said.

“What?” Dominic asked, squinting in confusion.

“He hasn’t hit our construction sites, hasn’t tried to take out a percentage of our gambling earnings. He’s just leaving us alone. It’s like it’s a one-sided war. He refuses to even fight back.”

“Sounds like good news to me,” Marco said, his voice dripping with smug satisfaction as he placed his hands behind his head and lounged in one of the chairs opposite Dominic’s bed.

“No, Sal’s right,” Dominic said. “There’s something not right about that. He would never just let us hit him like this without any kind of reprisal.”

“Everyone knows the main way to make Vincenzo Moretti hurt is by attacking him in the wallet. We’re doing that right now, bigger and better than anyone ever has in the past, and he’s just letting it happen. Which means he probably has a lot of other money coming in from somewhere else.”

Dominic’s eyes narrowed conspiratorially. Was Sal actually suggesting what he thought he was suggesting? He certainly hoped not. The implications of that would be almost too much to consider right now. Dominic didn’t actually want to voice those suspicions out loud, but it seemed as though Marco didn’t share his hesitation.

“Do you think he’s out there snatching women and kids?” Marco asked.

“I think it’s possible,” Sal said.

“That would mean they found other distribution points,” Dominic said. “And the whole reason they came to us in the first place was issues at the docks.”

“Well,” Sal said with a shake of his head. “I would assume he found an alternative partner, and maybe that’s why he doesn’t need to focus on us so much anymore.”

“I don’t buy that,” Dominic said. “Not about the alternative partner. That’s something I definitely think you’re right on the money about, and it’s something we need to look into. But I don’t buy that bit about his leaving us alone. I killed his son, and this is a man who lives for revenge.”

“The other families are talking,” Giuseppe said, standing from his chair and speaking up for the first time this afternoon. “They’re saying old man Moretti has never been weaker. And if they’re saying it so publicly, that means it’s gotten back to him.”

“Then we need to expect them to hit us and hit us hard,” Dominic said. “We need to start tracking reports of disappearances. Look for women and kids when we can figure out how he’s doing it and who he’s going after.”

“They would start small, start slow,” Sal said, turning the situation over in his head. “It’s also unlikely they would choose all their targets from the same area. You have to assume that Rossi has been doing this for a very long time, and he’s not going to make the mistakes that tip his hand.”

“Well, good morning, gentlemen,” an all too familiar voice said, pushing open the door to the hospital room and eliciting groans from all four men inside. “Nice to see you all, too,” Special Agent Ramirez said, fishing her badge as though they hadn’t all seen it a dozen times since he’d been laid up here. Under her other arm, she was holding a green leafy potted plant. “I just wanted to drop by and visit my favorite patient, drop off a little something, and see if maybe you boys knew anything about Vincenzo Moretti and Angelo Rossi.”

“Oh, is that a plant?” Dominic asked, pointing at the leafy green item.

“It is,” she said proudly, holding it up for everyone to see.

“Can I see it?” Dominic asked.

“Sure,” Agent Ramirez said, handing the pot over to Dominic, who took it in both hands.

Dominic held the pot up to his face. “I don’t have any comment at this time or ever,” he said, talking directly into it. “Was that good, or do you need me to speak a little clearer into the microphone?”

“Funny,” Agent Ramirez said, walking back over to the side of Dominic’s bed and taking the plant back. “Well, you have my card if anything comes to mind.”

“I’m using them as confetti for my daughter’s next party,” Dominic said as Agent Ramirez walked out of the room and the clacking of her heels receded down the hallway.

“Anything on her?” Dominic asked Marco. He’d had her under surveillance for two weeks now.

“Nope, no direct contact with Moretti,” Marco said. “She doesn’t even go into New York, so I really doubt she’s directly investigating him.

“Meanwhile, she’s our fucking shadow,” Dominic said with extreme annoyance. “I can’t fucking wait until I’m out of this bed, out of this room, out of this fucking hospital. Then I won’t be as fucking easy for nosy annoying Feds to find!”

“Relax, skip,” Sal said, holding up a hand to calm Dominic’s rage. “It’s gonna be fine. They’re discharging you in a few days, right?”

“That’s what they’re saying,” Dominic said, shaking his head. “But who fucking knows with these people. They tell you one thing, and then they send in three more specialists who say something completely different. But they’re all billing you, believe you me.”

“Well, at least you’re back to your old grouchy self again,” Marco said with a smirk.

Dominic stopped his complaining at the comment and smiled. He had to admit he was definitely starting to feel more like the old Dominic Deluca again.

It sometimes felt like this bed and this room and this building, in general, was a prison he couldn’t wait to bust free from. His strength was returning, he wasn’t suffering from headaches anymore, and he was well enough to be feeling completely stir-crazy.

“Don’t worry, skip,” Marco said with a wink. “You’ll be back to form in no time, and then you’ll be raging in the middle of a construction site instead of the middle of a hospital room.”

Dominic laughed in spite of himself. He shook his head and cast his gaze out the window. For three weeks, he had been confined here like a zoo animal, and he couldn’t wait to go out and experience the huge, wonderful world once more.

The only thing that mattered was that he would be getting out soon. Once he did, things could finally go back to normal.
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Maria was excited for things to go back to normal. She couldn’t wait to have Dominic home with them again. Once he was back, everything would be the way it used to be. Just the three of them living together in domestic bliss in their own little world, so far removed from everything and everyone.

This abduction and subsequent hospital stay had definitely brought the real world into their world a bit too much for Maria’s liking. She enjoyed feeling disconnected from the crazy world of politics, backstabbing, and gossip, to just exist with her little family and enjoy their quiet time.

Isabella missed her father terribly every day. She would truly look forward to going to see him in the hospital. And on the days they weren’t able to make it over there, Isabella always wanted to call her daddy on the phone and tell him every excruciating little detail of her day.

Life had settled into a sort of scheduled chaos since the accident, as Maria had taken to calling it. It sounded a lot better than forced abduction and beating. She would take care of everything at the house, load Isabella into the car, drive to the hospital, spend a little time with Dominic, and then head home to get Isabella in her PJs in time for bed.

As much as Maria would never say this to Dominic, it was actually kind of nice knowing exactly where he was every day for the last several weeks. She hated herself more than a little for thinking that, but she was only human, and think it, she did. Her anxiety levels were certainly a lot lower, knowing he was safe in a hospital room instead of running around the streets of New Jersey doing God knew what.

But the time for organized chaos was coming to a close, and once more, her husband would be home with his wife and his daughter as it should be. Maria wondered if she was finally going to start feeling that dark cloud of anxiety over her life start to dissipate. She believed it had to be God or an angel trying to warn her to be strong during this tumultuous time. But now that time was coming to a close and they could get back on with the rest of their lives.

“Mommy, when is Daddy coming home?” Isabella called down the stairs from her room.

That had been a question asked of Maria just about every day for the past three weeks, and finally, she was glad she was able to give a good answer.

“Today, sweetie!” Maria exclaimed, and she heard Isabella cheering from up in her room.

She knew full well that today was the day her father was coming home. They’d been counting down to it now for three days and had labeled it Daddy Day on the calendar. Daddy Day was anticipated in this house like it was Christmas morning, and it would be just as fun and wholesome if Maria had anything to say about it.

She still sometimes thought back to that horrible day three weeks ago when those two FBI agents came to her door and started showing her pictures of Dominic’s crashed vehicle. She still couldn’t believe how foolish she’d been to just let them in like that. It was definitely not a moment she was proud of, but it was for sure a lesson she had taken to heart. She needed to be careful around these law enforcement types because they were tricky.

The way Agent Ramirez had managed to switch from a kind, smiling, helpful, and concerned officer to a hard-nosed, accusatory, “answer my question” bitch had been alarming. Maria wasn’t going to get caught up in that mess a second time.

No warrant, no entry was the new mantra in the house. She started to think about what it would be like when Isabella got a little older and had to start learning these rules. It certainly wouldn’t do to have their daughter allow federal agents to waltz into the house and start searching with no legal documents. Having seen what they had pulled on the day of Dominic’s accident, Maria wasn’t putting anything by them.

The subject of Dominic’s accident was still a sore one for her. She had never felt more helpless or more in the dark. Sal had told her that too much information could be dangerous. It was something Dominic had told her many times as well. But in a situation like that, where she had no idea if her husband was alive or dead, she needed to have a bit more to go on than a simple promise from Sal.

Maria had asked Dominic time and time again what had happened on that day and who had come after him. She wanted to know who she needed to watch out for. She also wanted to know what they had done to him. She had caught glimpses of his chest and stomach and saw there a multitude of scar tissue and burns that certainly weren’t caused in a car accident. Something horrific had happened to her husband, and she was completely blind to it.

But he wouldn’t even tell her who it was that had tried to kill him.

“Don’t worry about that,” he had said to her in the hospital room while Marco walked down the hallway with Isabella to get a hot chocolate.

“Don’t tell me not to worry, Dominic,” she had replied on that day. “Somebody tried to take you away from me, and I think I have a right to know who.”

“And what good is knowing that information going to do you, Maria?” he asked. “You don’t know these people. You don’t know what they’re capable of, where they live, or even what they look like. All you need to know is when the situation is under control. It’s being handled.”

She had taken careful note of his use of present tense when talking about how everything was being handled. And that meant the situation wasn’t resolved yet. It meant that once Dominic was out of the hospital, someone could come after him again. And maybe this time, they would succeed. She knew that knowing the names of these people and what they were capable of could no more protect Dominic than she could by holding up a metal shield. But at the very least, it would give her peace of mind.

That was certainly a commodity that was in short supply around these parts over the last several months. They had gone through tough times in the past, but this was different in some way. Issue after issue piled on top of one another, culminating in an event so catastrophic and damning that she would worry every day for the rest of their lives anytime he walked out of the house.

The day those FBI agents bullied their way in the door was going to be a day she flashed back on for years and years. There wasn’t a day that went by when she didn’t relive that situation in some way. Sometimes, it was the conversation with Agent Ramirez, while other times, it was how she had reacted upon first hearing the news of Dominic’s accident.

It was common to take situations like that and endlessly turn them over in your head to try to figure out what you could have, or should have, done differently. But there was no such thing as time travel, and Maria was going to have to live with the decisions she had made on that day. She believed that every decision you made was like a stamp in the book of your life.

Some of those stamps were neat and tidy, while others were crooked or smudged. But even the ones that were imperfect held meaning. They attached themselves to memories and imparted lessons to us that we could use to improve ourselves as time went on.

The day of the accident, the day Dominic’s world outside their house found its way inside, would be a day she pulled lessons from for the rest of her life. Maria had learned lessons about trust, about bravery, about keeping grace under fire. She had also learned how to accept kindness from others.

She had made sure to tell Dominic all about how wonderful his three friends were to her during the crisis. She remarked on how they had all taken care of Isabella while she was falling apart. She let him know how Sal had very calmly walked her through everything while Giuseppe had brought her a cup of tea.

She could tell that meant a lot to him. He hadn’t said as much, but Dominic seemed very disturbed by whatever had happened, and Maria assumed there were a few reasons for that.

First off, Maria believed that Dominic now perceived himself as weak for allowing something like that to happen. She could tell he was certainly lacking confidence on a few days when she had visited the hospital. Sure, he tried to turn on that winning Dominic Deluca smile for her. The smile she had fallen in love with so many years ago. But there was something behind it now, something dark that she couldn’t explain.

Secondly, she believed that whatever he wasn’t telling her was incredibly traumatic for him. He had tried to hide it, tried to act like everything was fine. But she knew her husband well enough to know when she was getting real emotion and when she was getting a performance. He’d been giving her performances since landing at the hospital.

Maria didn’t understand everything about post-traumatic stress disorder, or PTSD, as it was more commonly known. However, she had been researching it a bit while Dominic was in the hospital. She had wanted to bring it up to him several times but didn’t want to upset him while he was still there in the facility. She knew that one of the most effective treatments for PTSD was regular therapy, but she already knew that was not something her husband would ever agree to.

Her husband was a strong, proud, hot-blooded Italian man, and he was very traditional and old-school about certain things. Therapy was certainly one of them. She remembered watching The Sopranos with him years ago and how he would roll his eyes every time Tony stepped into the therapist’s office. He told her that it was a nice narrative, a framing device for the show, but it wasn’t something that any self-respecting wise guy would ever do.

But that was where her frustration came from and why she wanted to know more about what had happened on that day. Her husband was never going to go to therapy. That much was alarmingly obvious. On the other hand, he might be able to find some solace in talking to her about his experience. But she also knew that would never happen. He would just give her that line again about how the less she knew, the better it was for her.

She also doubted that he was talking to his compatriots about it. It wasn’t exactly a subject that would lend itself to the kind of guy talk that likely went on in those offices. That only left Dominic alone with those thoughts. Maria hated that for him. It sounded lonely, and she had promised him on their wedding day that he would never feel lonely again.

Sometimes, she wished she could just appear in that man’s head and read all the deep, dark secrets he was forced to keep from her. But when she thought about his chest and torso and the way they looked with those horrible burns and scars, she started to wonder if maybe her husband had been under something after all. If a human being did that to him, Maria would be so filled with anger and hate but also fear. She would be terrified that the same horrible monster might come for him again or maybe even come for her.

It was just about time to head upstairs to get Isabella into her pajamas for the night. As Maria started up the staircase, a loud banging knock sounded at the front door. Instantly, Maria froze. This was all starting to feel eerily familiar. She hoped it wasn’t the FBI agents again. She wished they had installed one of those camera doorbells so she would be able to see who was there from the comfort of her phone without having to actually go to the door and interact with people.

But Dominic had been insistent that they not use services like that. He said they were the perfect evidence for any district attorney looking to pin wrongdoing on career wrongdoers like him.

Another knock, harder this time, slammed into the door. Now, it was actually starting to frighten her. It was certainly a lot louder than either of the FBI agents had knocked that day. Maria slowly crept down the stairs as a third knock nearly splintered the door.

She knew that as she approached, whoever was outside had to be able to see a blurry reflection of her. That meant she would never be able to sneak up and peer out without being noticed.

“Who is it?” she called out, waiting to see if someone could answer on the other side.

“Maria?” a voice she didn’t recognize called out.

“Who wants to know?” she answered. Her voice was shaking now, so she tried to keep it steady. If it was someone who meant her harm, she didn’t want them to know how terrified she was.

“My name is Mik. We work for your husband!” he called out, but again, that was not anything that put her mind at ease.

“What do you want?” she called out to the door.

“It’s Dominic,” the guy on the other side of the door said. “The hospital said he’s taking a turn for the worse. Something about an infection! They wanted us to grab you and your kid and bring you with us so you can be there with him!”

At first, Maria was gripped with a sense of dread. Was it possible that Daddy Day had already been canceled? Was he really suffering from some kind of infection in his hospital bed? Was it going to extend his stay and keep their lives in a state of organized chaos? But the more she thought about it, the more it didn’t make sense.

“If he sent you, then have Sal call me,” she said through the door.

“Sal isn’t there right now,” the man on the other end of the door said. “It’s a meeting he had to attend to. Your husband was really strict about the timetable. We’re supposed to bring you as soon as possible, and we really don’t wanna let him down.”

“Have Marco call then,” she said, feeling the pit in her stomach grow.

“Marco isn’t there, either,” he said. “It’s just us, Maria, now please open the door!”

She decided to try one last trick. “What about Christopher?” she asked. “Can you have Christopher call me from the hospital?”

“Christopher is out on a job,” the man said, and Maria knew she had him now.

“There is no Christopher who works with my husband!” she called out through the door, backing up from it now and reaching into the coat closet for the baseball bat Dominic kept there.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, that’s it,” the man said before he reared back and kicked the door so hard that the wood splintered off the hinges.

Maria screamed and fell backward, but she kept the bat clutched in both her hands and held it up beside her, ready to use.

“You know you are one annoying bitch,” the man who had been talking to her through the door said.

Maria swung the bat right for his head. The way Dominic had always taught her. But he was too strong and too fast. He caught the bat in front of his face and wrenched it out of her hand. He then reared back with one fist and let fly a punch that smacked into Maria’s jaw and sent her tumbling down to the floor.

“No!” she called out, trying to crawl away from them while holding on to her now-throbbing face. “No, leave me alone! What do you want?”

“Bobby,” the man who had spoken at the door, looked over his shoulder at a big, muscled-up, and overly tan young man. “The room is up there—second door on the right.”

The second door on the right… It could only mean their target was…

“No, Isabella!” Maria screamed, jumping up to her feet and throwing herself at the huge man named Bobby. She tried to bring her fist down into his barrel chest, but she wasn’t able to generate enough force to knock him back. He gave her a frustrated look, grabbed her by the shoulders, and tossed her into the living room.

Maria smacked hard into the carpet and instantly tried to scramble up to her feet. But the man who had spoken to her through the door was already in front of her, and he backhanded her across the face, sending her falling down onto and through the glass coffee table that sat in the center of the room. It shattered under her weight, and Maria landed in a pile of foreign glass bodies.

By now, Bobby had made his way up the stairs, and she could hear Isabella screaming in horror at the massive stranger standing in her doorway.

“No, goddammit, no!” Maria screamed, attempting to rise again before the first man kicked her back down onto the floor.

To make sure she wasn’t getting back up, he followed it up with a kick to the stomach that drove all the air out of her lungs.

Bobby walked down the stairs, carrying Isabella over one shoulder as if she weighed nothing and her tiny squirms meant nothing. She was fighting, screaming, crying for help.

“Mommy, help!” she screamed, gasping in the man’s arms as she saw her mother lying in a crumpled mess on the living room floor in the remains of their coffee table and another big man stood over her threateningly.

“Yeah, Mommy, help her,” the man above her snarled down at Maria.

She tried to stir, try to rise, tried to do anything in her power to prevent this from happening. But there was absolutely nothing she could do.

“Mommy, please get up!” Isabella screamed for her in abject terror. “Please, Mommy! Please get up! Mommy, help!”

“Please!” Maria cried out in desperation, grasping at the man’s pants. “Please, leave her alone! Take me instead!”

“Sorry, lady,” the man above her said. “The bossman wants the kid, and the bossman gets what the bossman wants. And what the bossman wants from you is to tell that sorry sack of shit you call a husband that he’s never going to see his daughter again! Tell him that Vincenzo Moretti sends his regards. And let him know not to worry about Isabella. Mr. Rossi is going to be taking care of her!”

“Please, no!” Maria cried out, but the man struck her with the back of his fist across the face and she fell off to the side as a splatter of blood flew from between her lips.

“Mommy!” Isabella screamed as they carried her out of the house.

She could hear the sound of several guns going off, as if they were firing them into the air. But still, over the noise, she could hear Isabella’s terror.

“Mommy! Mommy, help! Daddy!”
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Marco pushed the wheelchair that rolled Dominic outside the hospital into the afternoon sun. He smiled as he felt the fresh air against his skin for the first time in three weeks. There was still some light bruising on his face, and the scars that covered his torso would never fully heal. But he was finally starting to feel like himself again.

“That sky is beautiful today,” Dominic said, instinctively reaching for his pocket. However, his cell phone had been smashed in the accident and subsequent assault, so he would need to get a new one sometime this week.

“Better just take a mental picture, skip,” Marco said, bringing the wheelchair to a stop. “Now, time for you to stand up because I am done pushing your fat ass around.”

Dominic laughed at the joke and stood up, throwing a weak jab into Marco’s chest. “Go pull the car around, smartass,” Dominic said, looking forward to leaving this place behind him once and for all.

“You got it,” Marco replied. He jogged off into the distance while Dominic stood and admired the weather. It was a beautiful spring day. The kind in which it wasn’t overly hot but you could get away with not wearing a jacket.

If he could think of one word to describe today so far, it would be perfect. He had tried to call Maria from the hospital phone as he was being discharged, but it went to voicemail. He supposed it would be even better to surprise her and Isabella by walking up and into the house on his own.

It wasn’t long before Marco pulled the car around and Dominic got into the passenger seat.

“Welcome to freedom!” Marco said. “Now, let’s get you home!”

“That’s the best sentence I’ve heard in weeks,” Dominic said back.

Dominic opened the window and let his arm hang out to enjoy the afternoon breeze. It felt as though he had a whole new lease on life. He didn’t want to admit how close to death he had truly come in that warehouse. But had Marco been another ten or twenty minutes later? He didn’t want to think about what might’ve happened.

He couldn’t wait to get home and crawl into his bed. The doctor still wanted him to rest, so Dominic had decided he was going to spend a few days at home and let Sal run things in his stead. That was so he could obey the doctor’s order, spend some time with his family, and keep a low profile in the wake of the ongoing war, one-sided as it was.

Dominic kept waiting for the other shoe to drop. Expected at any minute that Don Vincenzo would send someone after him to try to finish the job. Rossi and Ralph had failed. He had agreed to let Sal position armed guards at his house at all times, and he would be meeting them there a little later today. There would be two armed men on the porch, another on the back porch, and another two positioned in an unmarked vehicle in front of the house.

He found it odd that he had heard nothing from Vincenzo following Ralph’s death. He had thought for sure that he would receive some kind of grandiose threat or promise of revenge. Dominic also found himself wondering if perhaps the loss of his son had shifted Vincenzo’s priorities in some way. Had losing his firstborn son somehow made the old man reevaluate his stance on family, friends, and life in general?

Dominic had a feeling that was a reach. But it was fine. The old man would be dealt with before long, and his trafficking ring would be dead in the water before it ever had a chance to get off the ground.

“So, word on the street is that the old man is still working with his friend from the other side to do the thing that nobody wants them to do. It sounds like they’ve got some kind of distribution system set up, but it’s not complete yet.”

“Do we know anything about where they’re shipping?” Dominic asked.

“No,” Marco replied. “But apparently, they’re not using any industrial docks, so take that as you will.”

“Does that mean they’re already in the acquisition phase?” Dominic asked.

Marco was silent for a long moment before finally nodding. “Yeah, much as we might not want to admit it, they’re out there doing…well…you know.”

Dominic knew all too well. He imagined frightened young women and children locked up in shipping crates in cages like animals. How anyone could enact such barbarism on innocent people was something he would never understand.

The more he thought about them, the more they felt like his responsibility. He had said once that he couldn’t police the world and he couldn’t stop an operation the size of Rossi’s from running. All he thought he could do was deny them access to his ports. But now he was starting to think differently. They had openly attacked him, and so they had set the stage for more direct intervention from Dominic and his family. If Dominic could just find where Moretti and Rossi were keeping the prisoners, they could make sure they were set free before ever leaving American soil.

“Marco,” Dominic said thoughtfully.

Marco glanced over at him while still keeping most of his attention on the road. “I’m not letting him take those people. I’m not letting him take kids and women and subjecting them to that. It ain’t gonna happen. Not on my watch.”

Marco just smiled and nodded. “I was hoping you were going to say that,” he said. “Because I would hate to have had to do it all by myself.”

Dominic laughed at that one. “We take down this ring,” Dominic said. “We stop the rest of his operations, and the old man will have no choice but to show his face.”

“And then pop goes the weasel,” Marco said.

“Yeah,” Dominic agreed. “Pop goes the weasel.”

As they started to creep closer to Dominic’s house, he noticed a series of police cars and firetrucks barrel past them. He also saw a news van, which told him that something somewhere was going down, and there was certainly going to be a commotion.

Then, as they turned onto Dominic’s block, he saw those same police cruisers, fire trucks, and news vans all parked on the street. And to Dominic’s mounting horror, they were parked right outside his house.

“What the fuck?” Marco asked as he slowed the car to a crawl so as not to hit any of the onlookers.

But Dominic already had his door open and was jumping out to run as fast as he could through the crowd toward the house. A cold sweat spread over his flesh, and he cursed himself for becoming complacent.

“Maria!” Dominic screamed, shouldering his way through the mob.

Once people saw who it was trying to push through, they all made way. There was a lot of murmuring and excited whispering going on, and as the man of the house emerged by the emergency vehicles and the media, all the attention suddenly turned to him.

“Mr. Deluca,” a female news reporter called over to him, rushing toward him with a microphone and a cameraman. “Mr. Deluca, do you have any idea who took your daughter?”

Dominic went as cold as interstellar space. “What did you just say?”
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Aspeck of blood on a white sleeve. Chipping white nail polish on a thumb. The curve of a knuckle with a scrape that had not yet started to scab over.

Those were the things Maria was able to look at without breaking down into tears. She sat in the shadow of her home, her beautiful, wonderful home that she took so much pride in. But now, it would always be the place where it had happened.

Her house would forever be the place where she was assaulted and her daughter was taken by two men who had some kind of vendetta against her husband. Or maybe that vendetta wasn’t theirs. It sounded as though they were working for someone. Vincenzo Moretti.

Maria knew that name. He was a boss in Manhattan. She’d met him many times. He was even a guest at their wedding. Both she and Dominic had been guests at the wedding of Vincenzo’s son, Ralph.

So, what had happened? Maria was tired of not knowing. She was tired of living in the dark, and she needed answers. The police had been questioning her since they had arrived. But she had no information to give other than what had happened. She hadn’t called the cops herself. But she suspected they had been drawn by kidnappers firing guns into the air along with the sounds of Isabella screaming for her to get off the floor and help her.

If she lived to be a million years old, she would never forget the sound of her daughter desperately screaming for help that she was not able to provide. The terror in her voice had been palpable. She’d needed help, but Maria hadn’t been strong enough. She had been beaten, battered, and even thrown through a glass table in her mad quest to save her child.

She told the police almost everything. Her husband and his wild, secretive rules be damned. The only thing she left out was the bit about Vincenzo Moretti. She had omitted that information on purpose. Because if this man truly was responsible for taking her daughter, it stood to reason that he was also the one responsible for Dominic’s accident and abduction. And if that were the case, she wanted Dominic, Sal, Marco, and the rest of them to dole out true justice to that monster.

Maria pulled the blanket an EMT had draped over her closer around her shoulders, but she was still shivering in the wake of the thrashing she had received. She was surprised she had even managed to survive the encounter. She assumed that was on purpose.

After all, someone had to deliver their message to Dominic.

That was apparently all she was good for in the scenario. She was the delivery system. Never mind that it was her daughter who had been taken. Never mind that she had withstood the brunt of that physical assault. Maria just had to give a message to her husband that some stuffed-shirt mafia peacock had responded to some perceived slight thrown at him by Dominic, and now their daughter was caught in the crossfire.

This was exactly what Dominic had always told her could never happen. Wives and kids were civilians. They were never supposed to get caught in the crossfire. It was certainly nothing Dominic ever would have done.

But then again, what did she know?

Maria was told nothing. She kept that house clean, took care of him in the hospital, and wrung her hands with worry while he was missing. And now she got to deliver a message to him. Lucky her. A message that she probably wouldn’t understand and that her husband would not see fit to explain to her.

But it was her daughter, too. She was just as much her little girl as she was Dominic’s. And she had done nothing wrong. She hated him a little bit for that.

“Maria!”

She heard Dominic’s voice. At one time, that might’ve brought a sense of excitement or happiness. But right now, the sound of his voice and the sight of his face just turned her stomach.

She had tried to call him at the hospital right after the abduction had occurred, but he was already gone. And with no cell phone to speak of just yet, it meant he was able to drive all the way there, blissfully unaware of what had transpired. Lucky him.

“Maria?” he called out again, and she could see him making his way through the crowd with news reporters hot on his heels.

When he reached the police line, they let him cross, obviously knowing who he was. He made a beeline for the ambulance, where Maria sighed.

“Oh, my God!” he said, looking at her face.

She had a large black-and-blue bruise splashed over her jaw, a yellow bruise over her opposite cheekbone, and a big black eye.

“Maria!” He was close now, and he reached out with those big, strong hands that once gave her so much comfort.

But now she looked at them and wondered how many people, how many women those hands had brutalized the way she had been.

“Holy shit!” His eyes traveled all over her face, taking in every mark, every scrape, and every bruise.

She wanted to cry, wanted to scream, wanted to call him every name in the book. But it wasn’t time for that yet. There were too many people around.

“What happened? Did they hurt you? I swear to God, Maria, I will make every single person who touched you feel that same pain a hundred times over, and—”

“They took Isabella!” she screamed, cutting him off. She wasn’t about to sit there and listen to him fuss over her physical condition. There were more important things to worry about right now. Specifically, getting their daughter back from whatever psychopaths had her.

“Who?” Dominic asked in a panic. “Who took her? Who were they?” He seemed desperate for that information.

Information Maria had and he didn’t. And in that moment, she saw a fear blossoming in his heart that she had never known could exist there before. Her stoic, burly, manly, brave husband was reduced to the same kind of panicked mess that she felt like inside.

Maria just stared at him for another moment, feeling a tear slide out from her eye and down her cheek. Dominic was waiting for an answer, but she had a feeling that he knew all too well what she was about to say. She looked around to see how close the nearest police officer was. They were far enough away that no one would be able to hear them speaking privately.

So, she would tell him. She would tell him, and then he would do whatever he had to do to fix this. And it had better be enough.

Dominic watched Maria’s bruised mouth move, but he didn’t actually hear the words coming out of it. He didn’t have to. He knew already.

Her mouth moved again, and once more, he didn’t hear it. He simply stared off into space, wondering how it had come this far. He started to think about Isabella and where she might be right now. He imagined her crying and scared, completely helpless in the clutches of strangers, bad guys, monsters. Monsters like him…

No, not like him. Never like him. He would never do something like that. He had killed Moretti’s son, but he was in the game. He was trying to kill Dominic. That was all part of it. It was how the game was played. The rule, the golden rule, was that you left wives and kids alone.

That was how it has always been done, and someone who had been around as long as that pompous old windbag surely understood that. He was breaking the rules on purpose. He was throwing their code out the window just to spite him. Dominic shouldn’t be surprised. Even before all of this started, old man Moretti believed himself above all the other families and thought the rules didn’t apply to him.

Maria’s mouth moved again, and once more, Dominic heard no sound come out. Finally, she reached out with both hands and grabbed him by the cheeks, forcing him to look her in the eye. As he did, all the sound surrounding them came crashing back in one cacophonous cavalcade roar.

“What?” he asked, his head still spinning.

“I said, why does Vincenzo Moretti have our daughter?” she asked, and all Dominic could do was shake his head. “No!” she screamed at him now, her nails digging into the flesh of his face on either side out of pure frustration. “No, you don’t get to do this again. Not now. You don’t get to play that ‘information can be dangerous’ game right now, Dominic. You just don’t! Not after they came into our house, threw me through a glass table, and stole our daughter. And you tell me the truth right the fuck now, or I swear to God, we are done.”

She was right. His initial reaction was always to protect her, to shield her from the unkind truths of the world he was forced to live in. That was what he had done up to now, not telling her about this war and what had happened to him already. She was a part of it now, as much as Dominic hated to admit. The fact that he had to even consider the thought that his wife was now a part of a dirty aspect of his business was enough to set his blood on fire.

“I killed his son,” Dominic whispered.

Maria gasped, bringing her hands back from Dominic’s face to cover her mouth. She had always, in the back of her mind, believed that her husband had likely killed people. But this was the first actual confirmation she had ever received that spoke to the fact.

“But it started before that,” Dominic said slowly. “He came to me for an idea. He wanted to go into business together, doing something that I thought was morally wrong, so I said no, and then he tried to kill me.”

Maria gasped again. “Your accident…,” she said, her voice trailing off.

“They abducted me,” Dominic admitted. “They tortured me just for the fun of it. That’s the kind of people we’re dealing with here.” Dominic watched the abject horror sink in.

She had seen the aftermath of what those people had done to him, a big, strong man in the prime of his life. So, what were they going to do to an innocent little girl?

“The business idea he came to you with…,” she asked, sounding as though she didn’t want to actually ask the question. “What was it?”

Dominic knew that answer was going to upset her because it was going to open a whole new world of possibilities going on with Isabella at that very minute. Maria needed the truth, though. He had to give it to her.

“Human trafficking,” he said. “Women and kids.”

Maria’s mouth hung open as though she was screaming, but no sound came out. She brought her hands up to the side of her head, wrapped her fingers around tufts of hair, and she began to pull her hair as she tucked her chin into her chest.

“But that’s not gonna happen to our little girl, Maria,” Dominic said, reaching out to grab his wife around the shoulders with both hands. “Baby, I promise you that’s not going to be our little girl. It’s not going to be anyone’s little girl. Because I’m going to find them, and I’m going to stop them. They aren’t going to hurt anyone. I am going to bring our baby home.”

Maria was silent for a long second as tears freshly spilled from her eyes and ran down over the multicolored bruises on her cheeks. Finally, she nodded and looked up into his eyes.

“Just promise me one thing,” Maria said. “When you find these people, when you track down the people who took our baby? I want you to make him pay.”

Maria looked up into his eyes, and Dominic saw there the flames of hell itself rising up from her furnace heart and carrying with them unbridled rage into the world.

“You kill them, Dominic,” she practically hissed into his face. “You make sure they die for this!”
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“Who is Rossi?” Maria had asked him right before he had left to start his search.

That question stopped him dead in his tracks. He turned to her and gave her a very serious, grave expression.

“Who told you that name?” Dominic asked, his voice tight. The mere mention of it was enough to send a shiver down his spine, but he didn’t want to let on about that to Maria.

“One of the guys who did this,” she said, gesturing at her face. “He said to tell you that Mr. Rossi is going to take real good care of Isabella.”

Dominic’s face went white as a sheet. Maria noticed and sat back bolt upright.

“What is it?” she asked. “Who is he?”

He wasn’t going to lie to her again. He promised himself that he was going to be honest if he had to be, no matter how uncomfortable it made him. He opened his mouth to respond and then closed it, opting instead to lift the front of his shirt and display. The horror show of burns and scar tissue left behind in the week of his last meeting with that maniac.

Maria had only caught a brief glimpse of that in the hospital, but now, faced with the full grandeur of the man’s work, she started to weep into her hands.

It had been an hour and a half. Since then, Maria had been taken to the hospital to be checked out. There were likely multiple shards of glass buried underneath her skin, and they needed to check her for a concussion.

Dominic was going to go with her, but she wouldn’t hear of it.

“No, you’ve spent enough time at the hospital,” she said. “You go find Marco, find Sal, and the three of you do whatever you have to do to make this right. You do whatever you have to do to find these people and then remember what you promised me.”

“I will,” Dominic said.

He was in his office now, but he wasn’t sitting behind the desk like usual. Instead, Dominic was standing in front of his desk with his arms folded across this broad chest, looking back and forth between Marco, Giuseppe, and Salvatore.

“My God,” Sal said, looking down at the floor and shaking his head in disbelief. “Going after your kid. That’s a new low. That’s a whole new level of low.”

“When we find this butt-fucking old man, there is no force on earth powerful enough to keep my hands off his throat,” Marco said. “That’s scum-sucking shit-talking sorry excuse for a human being.”

“We need to blow his face off,” Giuseppe said, drawing stares of approval from the other three. It was rare for the largest and quietest of Dominic’s captains to voice such outward displeasure and bloodlust.

But all three of these men considered Isabella their niece. They had all loved her since the moment she was born. That child was beloved by anyone who met her. She was the most innocent being Dominic believed could ever exist. To drag her into this world, to shatter her innocence by traumatizing her in such a way… There was no violent act on this earth that would be severe enough to give these men justice.

“Where are we at?” Dominic asked, turning to look at Marco.

However, Marco just shook his head grimly. “Nothing at all,” Marco said. “I tried to reach out to Paulie, and I couldn’t find him anywhere. So, it looks like the old man started cleaning house.”

“Goddammit,” Dominic said, chewing on his lower lip for a moment before a sudden burst of anger exploded out of his heart. “Goddammit!” He grabbed a mug from his desk and threw it against the wall with such force that it didn’t so much as shutter; it exploded.

“When it was my stupid ass taken, we couldn’t get people to rat them out fast enough. Now they take an innocent little girl and suddenly, everybody wants to clam up or die.” Dominic truly felt like there was no justice in the world right now.

Why had he survived that ordeal only to lose his daughter to the same nightmare hell? In his mind’s eye, he was suddenly back in the warehouse, but he wasn’t strapped to the chair this time. He was staring at it from a distance. Squirming there in the seat, which looked so comically large around her, was Isabella, tears streaking down her face as she screamed for him.

Then he saw Rossi’s long hair down around his face as he stepped into the light with a blade in each hand. Snapping back to reality, Dominic grabbed the side of his desk with a mighty heave, flipping it completely over. He screamed and ran to the wall and started punching it repeatedly, his fist easily caving in the drywall, making the hole bigger and bigger with each punch.

“Dammit, dammit, dammit, dammit, dammit!” he screamed with every blow. He wished he could go back in time, put himself back in the chair. He would’ve given Rossi the scream he wanted and then let that psychotic bastard kill him. He would’ve let Ralph take the credit. What did he care?

If he had died in that warehouse, it would’ve meant that Isabella would not be in the situation she was in now. There was nothing in this world he wouldn’t give for that.

No one tried to stop him as he raged. No one attempted to calm him down or tell him that everything was going to be all right. And it was a good thing they didn’t because if anyone had, he would’ve likely punched him in the face. They needed a game plan, and they needed a manhunt. But before any of that, they needed a lead to follow.

After the literal dust had settled following Dominic’s fit, Sal stepped forward and raised his hand slightly, as if asking to speak. Dominic acknowledged him with a nod.

“We talked about Two-Ton Tony the other day. The only New York crime boss who didn’t declare neutral in this war. Maybe we see what he has to say. He might have some contacts who can help us out, especially if they’re operating in New York.”

Previously, Dominic had been hesitant to reach out to Tony. He was watched heavily by the Feds, and it was pretty well known that they were closing in on him. That was why no one did business with him too closely. It was only a matter of time before he wound up in a prison cell, and Dominic had no desire to join him.

But that was then, and this was now.

“Fine,” Dominic said. “Set up the meeting, and I’ll go by myself.”

“With all due respect, skipper, I’d have to advise against you going alone,” Sal said.

“Great, I’ve taken your advice under consideration, and I’ve decided to do whatever the fuck I want,” Dominic said back. “You all know the risks involved there. I can’t ask you to take them.”

“You don’t have to ask,” Marco said. “We’re with you to the end of the line.”

“I’ll set up the meeting,” Sal said. “I’ll tell him it’s urgent. I’ll get it set up for today. I think it’s probably best if we ask him to meet us here. It’s too hot for us in New York right now, and we don’t want to give that old bastard a clean shot.”

“Right,” Dominic said with a nod. “In the meantime, we start pounding the pavement. Someone out there knows where my daughter is. God knows how many other kids they’ve taken off the street so far. They don’t get one more. Not one fucking more.”

“Not one more,” Marco repeated.

They all separated to respective corners of the room, with Guiseppe attempting to pick the desk back up and set it upright for Dominic again.

Dominic walked over to the couch and sat down. He opened a drawer off to the side that was filled with burner phones. Dominic pulled one out and flipped it open, typing in Maria’s number. He let it ring for several seconds, and then it went to voicemail. He hung up and opened it again, opting to send her a text. He wasn’t shocked that she didn’t pick up since there was no way she could’ve recognized the number. Still, he hoped that she might put two and two together and realize he would try to contact her from the office.

Dominic wanted to know how she was doing and what the doctors were saying. He wished he could’ve been there with her, but she was right. He needed to be out here doing what he was doing. He needed to find Isabella. He needed to bring her home. And Maria was also correct about one other thing. He needed to bring true justice against the people who had done this.

His thoughts about Rossi these last three weeks had been so complicated. The man had left scars on Dominic’s heart and soul, and there was a part of him that was very afraid. But everything was different now. His daughter was in danger, and suddenly, any fear for his personal safety was no longer a concern. Rossi had unknowingly tipped the scales back in Dominic’s favor for their next encounter. And if he had so much as touched one hair on his daughter’s head, he would die a thousand deaths and it still would never be enough.

Dominic keyed in Maria’s phone number and started to type out a text.

Hey, it’s Dominic. What are the doctors saying? How are you feeling?
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Hey, it’s Dominic. What are the doctors saying? How are you feeling?

Maria narrowed her eyes at the words appearing on her phone screen. She hadn’t answered when he had called her from the very obvious burner phone, and she wasn’t about to answer that text. He needed to focus on what he was doing because that work was going to bring Isabella back home. He didn’t need to concern herself with her or what was happening at the hospital.

“Do you have to take that?” the doctor asked, pointing down at Maria’s phone.

“No,” she said, simply flipping the screen off and placing it face down on the exam bed in the emergency room where she had been sitting for the last several hours.

They had taken her for an MRI and had managed to dig quite a lot of glass out of her arms, back, face, neck, and legs. She had so many bandages on her that Maria felt like she had been through a war.

The doctor was telling her that she had a low-grade concussion, which didn’t surprise her. Her head had been pounding, throbbing in her skull since the moment those thugs had left the house with her daughter.

She was in a lot of pain, and she was exhausted, but more so than that, Maria was so very angry that she couldn’t even put her anger into words. When she had spoken with her husband earlier outside the house, she wanted to rage and scream and throw things at him for bringing all of us down on their lives. But Maria wasn’t like that. She never could be. She knew her husband was a good man who had to occasionally do very questionable things.

Maria had accepted that duality long ago. She just wished she had been informed from the start. She wished that instead of expecting people to play by the old rules, Dominic might have moved them to safety when things had started to hit the fan. He should’ve been more cautious. She felt justified in her anger over something like that. She had listened to him rant and rave for years about how everything was changing. About how made guys were violating their oaths left and right. And then, once another family had come for him directly, he should’ve considered the fact that the old rules might not be in play anymore.

Dominic’s problem was that he was too old school for his own good. And he expected that everyone else was exactly the same. Then, when they weren’t, he would get angry.

If she had known what really had happened to him, she would have insisted that both she and Isabella leave town for a while. But she hadn’t been consulted; she hadn’t been told. All because sometimes it was apparently dangerous to have too much information. If they were able to come out whole on the other side of this, those were words Maria never wanted to hear again.

The doctor was still talking to her about concussion protocols and what she should and shouldn’t do. But they were all things Maria knew already. Instead of listening to the doctor, she was thinking about Isabella and where she might be right now.

It was certainly not a happy thought. She remembered the look of abject horror on Isabella’s face as they had carried her away. She could still hear the way she had called for her.

“Mommy, help! Get up, Mommy, please!”

Maria had tried with every fiber of her being to keep her daughter safe. She had thrown herself at those men, attacked with a bat, and tried to bargain with them. But in the end, she had failed. Isabella was gone, and she was sitting here in an emergency room, getting asked questions about headaches and insurance cards. Meanwhile, her husband was out there on the streets, likely breaking skulls to try to find where she was.

For the first time in her life, Maria’s heart was filled with so much hate. She didn’t like the way it felt, the heaviness inside her chest, the tingling in her fingers, the heat that rose in her face whenever she thought about those who had done this. Of course, she hated the two men who had barged their way into her home, assaulted her, and carried Isabella off into the unknown. And she hated Vincenzo Moretti and his entire crime family for what they had done to her actual family.

She hated this Mr. Rossi, the man who currently had her daughter. She hated him not just for where he was now but where he had been just three weeks ago, nearly torturing her husband to death.

They were people she believed deserved brutal, painful deaths for what they had taken from others. Maria was sure that she wasn’t the only distraught and mortified mother in this area right now. If it was true that the Moretti family was engaging in human trafficking practices, this was likely a widespread issue. Her heart went out to all those parents out there right now who were going through the same exact thing with less knowledge than she had.

Maria at least had a target for her hate. She knew who had taken her daughter and why. What, then, must it be like to be those parents out there who had just suffered such a monumental loss but had no idea why. To them, it was just some random act of cruelty and violence. They were forced to wonder endlessly over who had done it and for what purpose.

Maria believed it was better to know than to live in ignorance. Despite what others wanted to believe, ignorance was not truly bliss. Ignorance was ignorance. The fact that she had been so ignorant to the truth for so long was one of the main reasons they were all in this mess to begin with.

There could be no more secrets, no more lies, no more omissions of truth. If she and Dominic were to truly be partners in life, then he would have to change the way he did things. That old-school mentality of keeping his wife in the dark wasn’t going to fly anymore. He needed to change. He needed to adapt. And he needed to understand that other people already had. If her husband had one major flaw, it was that he chose to see the world the way he wanted it to be as opposed to the way it truly was.

She would tell him all of that and more. But it had to wait. Because right now, her husband was hunting down the dirtbags who had come after their family. And she hoped that not even God would have mercy on their souls when all was said and done.
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Dominic sat in an empty bar surrounded by doorman tables, empty chairs, and television screens that were switched off. This bar was a front for Sal’s crew, and it would do well enough to serve as their meeting ground with Tony.

Thankfully, Tony had agreed to meet them that day and was set to arrive any minute. Marco had been pounding the pavement all day and coming up with nothing. This new racket that the old man was running seemed to be under tight lock and key. It was infuriating just how tight security seemed to be.

So far, Tony was their only lead source, so Dominic kept his fingers crossed that he had something. Sal had explained the situation to him over the phone, and he had still agreed to meet. That was something, at least. The other possibility was that Tony was just wasting Dominic’s time, in which case, this would not be a pleasant meeting.

Dominic looked at his watch. It had been six hours since Isabella was taken. That was six hours away from her parents, six hours in the clutches of a madman. There was a lot that someone like Rossi could do in six hours.

Thankfully, before Dominic could embark on a mental list-making exercise of all the horrible things that could be happening right now, there was a knock at the door to the bar.

“Show time,” Marco said, standing up and straightening out his suit.

Dominic remained seated at the table, flanked by Sal on one side and Marco on the other. Against the back wall were ten armed men from Sal’s crew. It wasn’t that they were expecting any kind of treachery or deception. It was simply a show of respect from one boss to another to roll out some of your best men. It was like putting out the good China when guests showed up.

Giuseppe moved to open the door and let the New York boss from the Bronx in for the meeting.

“Hey, there he is!” Dominic heard Tony exclaim from the other side of the door as soon as Giuseppe opened it.

“Don Tony,” Giuseppe said by way of greeting. “Please, come in!”

Tony Marino waddled into the space. He was so large that he had to turn sideways to come through the door. He wore a massive oversized white suit with a flowered shirt underneath. On his bald head, he wore a fedora that matched his jacket. When he saw Dominic seated at the table, he gave him a warm smile. Eight of Tony’s men filed in behind him.

“Don Tony,” Dominic said, rising from the table and walking out from around it to grip Tony by the forms, leaning in and kissing both of his cheeks.

“Don Dominic,” Tony said, already showing Dominic more respect than Vincenzo ever had. “I wish to God we were meeting under better circumstances, my friend.”

Dominic nodded in agreement. “As do I,” he reciprocated.

“I was so sorry to hear about what happened to you, and now it’s happened to your daughter!” Tony said with utmost sincerity. “What’s the world coming to when bosses start acting like savages?”

“I just want to take care of this problem as quickly as possible,” Dominic said. “To that end, my friend, I hope you have some news for me.”

Tony smacked his lips together and gave a small nod. It did not escape Dominic’s notice that this was not an emphatic nod.

“I heard some things recently through the grapevine about Don Vincenzo and what he’s been planning,” Tony said. “I offer these bits of information to you now for no other reason than I believe it’s right.”

“I appreciate that more than you could ever know,” Dominic said.

“Obviously, you know that word on the street is that Don Vincenzo has found a new means of shipment for this supposed business venture of his. Well, I don’t have specifics on what that might be, but I have heard a timeframe. They’ve been working nonstop for weeks now. Doing snatch-and-grabs off the street, spreading it around to look as though these are isolated incidents and not some grander, more sinister scheme. They’re taking people from New York, Pennsylvania, Connecticut, and even Jersey. Supposedly, the shipment date is one week from now. My friend, that means you have one week to find your daughter before she’s lost to you forever.”

Dominic bit his lip and considered this information thoughtfully. One week. He had one week to find where Vincenzo was hiding the kids. One week to bring them home. He had one week to unravel all of this, or he would never see his child again.

“Thank you,” Dominic said. “Is there anything else you can add? Anything else that might help me track them down?”

“They’re keeping everything very close to the chest,” Tony said with a slow, sad shake of his head. “I’ve been keeping my ear to the ground since I first heard about our colleague’s new business plan. It sounds absolutely insane. How could anyone look themselves in the mirror engaging in such activities?”

“A mystery to all of us,” Dominic replied. “Are you sure there’s not anything other than a time frame?”

“Well, it doesn’t help you find them, but it might help you prepare for what you’re going to encounter,” Tony said hesitantly. “Apparently, the Italian is starting to take point more and more. Word around the rumor mill is that he calls the shots now, and Don Vincenzo is so terrified of him that he gives him whatever he wants. So, on paper, it’s still Vincenzo’s show, but in reality…”

“Rossi is the one,” Dominic said, grinding his teeth together in anger.

It wasn’t just anger at Angelo Rossi for being what he was. It was also anger at Vincenzo for bringing this plague to their shores to begin with. Was he truly so arrogant, so drunk on his own hype that he believed he could bring in an international crime syndicate like this and still manage to call the shots? Rossi must have been planning this from the beginning. He likely had enacted such plans on various continents all over the world.

He would come in under the guise of friendship and partnership and then slowly but surely siphon away power from the existing base until he and his organization alone were benefiting.

“This would, of course, explain why we’re all having such a difficult time tracking down this movement of theirs,” Tony said. “They aren’t using Moretti resources. Rossi must have acquired new properties and new partnerships. Essentially, it’s becoming an entirely new organization.”

That also made sense. It was why they had encountered no resistance at that point in trying to disrupt supply lines. Things like garbage and gambling weren’t important anymore. Vincenzo was leaving them out there as bait or a distraction, all while building his new infrastructure.

“Goddammit,” Dominic said, slowly making a fist with his right hand and imagining what it would feel like to bring that fist down into the faces of Moretti and Rossi, respectively.

“I have my own men trying to track down these new supply lines, but so far, we’re coming up with nothing. I will continue to monitor, though. And if we pull something up, you will, of course, be the first to know.”

“I appreciate everything you’ve offered here,” Dominic said sincerely. “If there’s anything I can ever do to help you, you need only reach out.”

“Thank you, my friend,” Tony said. “I pray you find your daughter soon before it’s too late and that we can wipe this stain from our states together.”

“Thank you,” Dominic said, standing to grasp Don Tony by the forearms one last time.

With that, Don Tony and his men left the bar as one. Dominic crossed his arms over his chest and turned back to his men.

“Well, we have a timeframe at least,” Dominic said. “One week to find them. One week to stop them. One week to bring Isabella home.”

“We just need to figure out how…” Marco started to say before they were all suddenly drowned out by the sound of sirens and the sight of flashing lights through the window.

“What the fuck?” Dominic swore. “This is the last fucking shit we have time for! Ditch the guns.”

Sal immediately moved to a floorboard that was loose by the bar and pulled it up. Everyone in the bar stashed their guns in there, and Sal quickly replaced the board. Dominic waited for someone to barge in through the front door or get on a bullhorn and demand they come out. But none of that ever happened. Finally, Marco got the nerve to sneak through the window and peer out through the curtain.

“Holy shit,” he said, shaking his head in disbelief.

“What?” Dominic demanded. He was pointing toward the window emphatically now, wanting to know what was going on out there.

“Don Tony and his men,” Marco said, with a slow shaking of his head. “The Feds are arresting them outside.
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By the time Dominic returned home, it was already well into the early morning hours. He had received a text on his burner phone that Maria had been admitted to the hospital overnight for concussion observation. Dominic thought about going there directly, but Maria told him not to.

Get home and get some rest. You have a busy day tomorrow. You need to be fresh for work.

Dominic got the message perfectly. He understood what she was trying to say. She knew the text messages could be easily read by law enforcement. So, she was trying to tell Dominic that he needed to go home and get some rest so that he could wake up bright and early the next day to go out there and find their daughter by any means necessary.

One day was gone now. That left six to uncover where Rossi’s operation was and how they were going to be shipping their supposed merchandise out of the country.

He still couldn’t believe his rotten luck. He had finally found an ally in one of the New York families. Everyone knew the Feds were closing in on Don Tony fast, but Dominic didn’t realize it was going to be that fast or right outside the bar where they had just met. Dominic believed he had dodged a bullet by remaining inside with his men and staying put there until all federal agents’ presence had cleared out.

It all just seemed a bit too convenient. Federal agents happened to arrest the head of a major New York crime family mere feet from where he met with Dominic outside his home state.

Whatever was going to happen, Tony had provided all the help he could. Now in federal custody, he could no longer be a source of valuable information. But he had given Dominic a few knowledge nuggets of value.

For starters, he had a timeframe now. He also understood how the balance of power was shaping up among his enemies. It wasn’t much to go on, but it was something. If anything, it was a lot more than he’d had at the beginning of the day.

Parking his rental car in the driveway, Dominic got out and stretched his legs. He looked up at his house now, and it somehow felt different. He wondered if they would have to move after this whole ordeal, provided they were able to get Isabella back. Would this place always be haunted by dark memories of this horrible day?

“It’s been a long day for you, hasn’t it?” a voice said from the shadows by his garage.

Dominic whirled around, drawing his gun as he did so and leveling it at the source of the new noise. There, leaning against his garage, was Special Agent Julia Ramirez.

“Nice gun,” she said with a cat that ate the canary smile. “Does it come with a permit?”

Dominic cursed inwardly. Here he was with an illegal firearm, and he had just raised it at a federal agent. This was the stupidest move he could’ve possibly made, and she finally had him dead to rights.

He thought about just pulling the trigger, taking her down so she couldn’t interfere with his search for Isabella. Lord knew she deserved it a thousand times over by now. But he didn’t. There was a reason organized crime families didn’t routinely take out cops and federal agents.

It ended up becoming an absolute nightmare, with investigations that took years and years. Besides, he had no idea who knew she was there. Realizing the jig was up, he slowly lowered the gun and set it on the ground.

“So, what happens now?” he asked her simply.

Ramirez shook her head and waved her hand dismissively in front of her face. “Relax,” she said, pointing down at the gun. “You can go ahead and pick it back up. I’m not arresting you.”

Dominic had to blink in surprise in order to truly comprehend what she was saying. “Wait, what?” He waited for an FBI floodlight to snap on and illuminate the entire area.

“You got enough going on in your life right now,” Ramirez said. “Besides, if I wanted to arrest you, I would’ve done it earlier tonight while you and all your buddies were squatting with illegal weapons in that bar.”

“So, you knew we were there,” Dominic said with a knowing nod. He still wasn’t sure what her game was, but he wasn’t about to play it. Not when he had so much on the line.

“Of course we knew you were there,” Agent Ramirez said. “Where the Federal Bureau of Investigation, not a hall monitor.”

“So, you’ve passed up two opportunities to arrest me tonight,” Dominic said. “Opportunities most agents in your field office would make a career out of. What’s your game here?”

“They took your kid,” Agent Ramirez said. “That’s real crappy.”

“Yeah, that’s one way to look at it,” Dominic said. He bent down to retrieve his gun and slid it back into the holster at his belt. “So, what, you were just waiting here to tell me how bad you think my situation sucks?”

“No, of course not,” Agent Ramirez said. “I’m actually here to help you.”

“That’s rich coming from you,” Dominic said with a laugh. “What, my daughter gets taken, and then all of a sudden, you and I become Batman and Robin?”

“You got nothing to go on right now, do you?” Agent Ramirez said. “And you got a ticking clock. Six days until you never see your daughter again. Tick-tock, tick-tock, tick-tock…”

“And you’re here to help me out of, what, the kindness of your heart?” Dominic asked with a raised eyebrow. “Don’t sit here and insult my intelligence, Special Agent.”

“Maybe I figure I help you and you help me sometime,” she said.

“Ha! Fuck off, sister,” Dominic said, turning toward the door of his house.

“I could still take you in for the gun,” she said matter-of-factly.

“But I thought you felt bad for me,” Dominic said. “Or are you just trying to blackmail me?”

“You and I both want the same thing, Dominic,” agent Ramirez said. “We’ve wanted the same thing for weeks now, but now you have something else to lose. I briefly met your daughter, and she was a cute kid. I don’t wanna see anything happen to her. And the best way to find her is to take down Moretti and Rossi.”

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure we agree on that but not in the same way,” Dominic replied.

“If you help me out, I’ll share information,” she said. “You get your daughter back, and all is well.”

“And then you get to haul in the biggest crime boss in New York plus an international human trafficking syndicate,” Dominic said, filling in the blanks.

“All in a day’s work,” she said, with a smug smile on her face. “We both get to win, Dominic. And you’re playing for a much bigger price than I am.”

“Oh yeah, and all I have to do is just cooperate with the FBI,” Dominic said with a slow shake of his head. “That ain’t how this works. At least not for me.”

“See, you’re sticking with this ‘I swore an oath’ crap even in the face of your daughter being sold to some wealthy overseas pervert with a thing for little white girls? Is that really not worth your oath?”

Dominic paused, suddenly breathing very deeply. The mere idea of it was a violation of everything he had ever believed and had ever sworn to in this world. Working with the FBI to take down the boss of a family? It would make him a rat, a pariah. His own friends would shoot him in the head on principle.

But this was Isabela. This was his baby girl. This was the one life in all the world he was most responsible for protecting. He had nothing to go on. Not one single clue. Not one lead. And he had just six days until the life Agent Ramirez just described became a reality.

He didn’t answer, and the silence fell between them like a thick blanket of snow. They were miles apart from one another in their respective fields. They were arch enemies in every way. And both of them would be choosing extreme violations of the oaths they swore to their respective organizations by working together.

“You’re trying to make a career for yourself,” Dominic said, pointing back and forth between the two of them. “But what happens if you get caught feeding government information to me? Then you go to jail.”

“Yeah, I would,” she replied simply.

“You swore an oath,” Dominic observed, looking her up and down as if she were some kind of alien he didn’t understand.

“Yeah, welcome to 2024,” she said. “All of us honor crap that you walk around spewing while robbing and murdering is antiquated crap. Look around you, Dominic. You’re the only one still sticking to these ancient rules.”

“Things are done a certain way. That’s how order gets maintained,” Dominic insisted, gesturing at her now with his index finger.

“And didn’t there used to be established rules about things like going after a connected guy’s wife and child? Or preying on the innocent with things like, say, human trafficking?”

“Just because that prick forgot where he came from doesn’t mean I did.”

“How long do you think it’s going to take your daughter to forget about where she came from when she’s chained up in an opium den in Bangladesh?”

Once again, Dominic paused. If Maria were here, he knew exactly what she would be saying. She would be screaming at him, crying at him, and clawing at him to take this deal.

“It’s your daughter, or it’s your oath, Dominic,” Agent Ramirez said. “One has to go. I’m sorry, but that’s the reality of your situation. There is no world in which you get to keep both your honor and your child.”

She wasn’t wrong, and Dominic knew it. And when he measured Isabella up against his oath to the family, there wasn’t any contest. He would choose his daughter every time. And that right there was in violation of the oath. One of the things the boss of the family often says to new initiates is that the family comes before your wife, before your children, before everything. There was a time when Dominic had thought that made sense. And then he had held that little girl in his arms for the first time. He’d listened to her call him daddy for the first time. He had fallen asleep with her on the couch to celebrate her birthday.

So, why couldn’t he bring himself to say the words? Why couldn’t he bring himself to say hang the oath, hang the family? Everyone else was already down in the dirt. What good did it to him to have her so high above everyone else, all alone in the stratosphere?

“You don’t have to answer right now,” Agent Ramirez said. “We have six whole days. And I’ve already passed up an opportunity to arrest you. So, how about I sweeten the deal a little more with an act of good faith?”

“What are you talking about?”

Agent Ramirez pulled a folder out from under her coat and set it in the middle of the driveway.

“Your wife pulled a bat on one of the assailants,” she said. “He caught it barehanded, and we got a print match. So, I’m offering you a copy of the information. No strings attached, just to show you I’m serious. How about it, Dominic? Do you wanna find the guy who roughed up your wife?”

There was no way she was serious. He couldn’t imagine she would really give up something so valuable for nothing in return. What she was offering was a thread, a thread that he might be able to pull to get to his ultimate destination without her.

“It’s all in there,” she said, just ring down at the folder. “DNA, mugshots, known aliases, places of interest, and even known associates. By the way, the one who carried your daughter out of the house was apparently named Bobby, according to your wife’s statement to the police. In this folder, this profile has a guy named Bobby that our friend here runs with. You could have them both for nothing. All I’m asking you to do is just think about it.”

Dominic couldn’t speak. Everything in him was screaming silently within his mind to leap at that folder, grab it, hold it tight against himself, and use it to its fullest advantage. But nothing with these people, these agents, was ever 100% no strings attached. He just couldn’t figure out her game.

“I put my card in the folder,” she said. “Maybe don’t rip this one up. If you find out the intel’s good and you want to go a little deeper, give me a call.”

With that, she walked away. She just turned her back and sauntered off down the driveway, back toward her car.

She never even looked back.

After another moment of contemplation, Dominic reached down and grabbed the folder, holding it against himself, as he rushed inside.

Sitting down at the dining room table, Dominic laid the folder down, opened it, and dumped all of its contents out onto the surface of the table. He then looked through every sub-folder, every sheet of paper, and every surface to inspect for surveillance devices. He even went downstairs to procure an electronic tester to scan for the presence of bugs.

The folder was clean.

Looking down at it, Dominic reached out and grabbed a photo that was sitting facedown. He turned it over and came face to face with a young, jacked, douchebag-looking New Yorker flashing the police a smug smile. Dominic’s lip curled in disgust.

Tomorrow, the hunt was on.
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That morning, Maria was annoyed to see Dominic walk into the hospital with a bouquet of flowers. He gave a slight knock on her door and then walked in, holding up the blooms as if they were some kind of peace offering.

“What are you doing here?” Maria asked, her hands balling into fists. “You’re coming in here, bringing me flowers when you should be out there, finding our daughter?”

“I’m here because I’m trying to find our daughter,” Dominic said defensively. “I just needed the flowers to hide these.”

Dominic sat in the chair beside her bed and reached into the giant bouquet that he carried in his hand. From within, he pulled out two sheets of paper, which appeared to be photos.

“What’s that?” she asked with a slight tilt to her head.

“Something I’m not supposed to have,” Dominic said. “So, what’s gonna happen right now… I’m gonna turn these photos over, and then we’re not going to have a discussion about it. You’re going to look at them, and then you’re going to look at me, and you’re going to say either yes or no, understand?

She didn’t understand, but he had come to her for a purpose, and that purpose seemed to serve their greater shared goal.

“Yes, I got you,” she said. She looked curiously as Dominic held the two photos in one hand, blocking the sideline of anyone who might have been looking in through the door to her hospital room. He turned them over quickly, so quickly that Maria nearly gasped in alarm.

There they were, staring up at her from a page the way they had sneered down at her in life. She could never forget their faces, never forget the sound of their voices as they mocked her inability to rise to the occasion and save her child. Every muscle in Maria’s face went tight, and she graded her teeth, pulling her lips back from them like a snarling jungle cat.

“Yes,” she said simply, and Dominic nodded in understanding.

Later that day, Dominic stood in front of the Stairmaster machine in the local gym that he was trying out for the day. Or at least that was the official story, given by John Jacobs, the fake name he had offered at the front desk.

This gym seemed to be popular with the younger crowd, and there were women in skimpy outfits, gym bros in tight tank tops, and absolutely no one wiping down machines. Dominic had worked out a little, but he was mostly there to people watch. Well, he was there to watch for two people specifically. Two regulars.

Dominic’s impressive muscular chest would stick out like a sore thumb in most gyms. That was why he wore a bandanna to cover his hair, a pair of sunglasses, a baggy sweatshirt, and pajama pants. No one would give him a second look, and that was the point.

This was something he had to do alone. He couldn’t explain to Sal or Marco where he had gotten the information, and he didn’t think they would take “no comment” for an answer. Of course, there was a risk in embarking on a task such as this by one’s self. Especially when one was going to be putting himself up against two very young, very strong, very jacked men.

After confirming Agent Ramirez’s intel, he stayed in Maria’s hospital room for just a few more minutes. He got an update on how she was doing. The doctor said the concussion was getting better, but they wanted to keep her for observation for a few more days. He was also able to give her some information. He didn’t speak about his conversation with Agent Ramirez; however, he did fill her in on everything told to him by Don Tony.

That included their six-day window, which only added to her growing anxiety. Normally, he would have been inclined to keep that information to himself, but he had promised her he would keep her abreast of every situation in the investigation. So far, he had kept his word, save for the late-night meeting with Agent Ramirez. But if he decided to go through with that, Maria would be the first to know.

He was so perplexed to be standing there. He didn’t understand why Special Agent Ramirez had parted with this information and entrusted it to him. She clearly had more, and that, coupled with his testimony, would likely lead straight to both Rossi and Moretti in chains.

Personally, he would prefer to see them all in body bags. But if that was the way to get his daughter back, then that was what he might have to do.

He had instructed Marco and Sal to hit the streets outside the office today while he did the same. With any luck, they might uncover something new and he would never need to speak with Special Agent Ramirez again. Wouldn’t that be lovely?

He had given a lot of thought to what she had said last night. Was there truly no way to hold on to his honor and get his daughter back at the same time? If it came down to it, he knew what he was going to choose. He could never put anything in this world above Isabella. But it would also break his heart to break his oath. He would feel like less of a man, and that would be the price he would pay for the rest of his life unless someone killed him for being a rat first.

“Bobby, give me a spot!” Dominic heard from across the gym and turned his eyes back to the two targets he had been following all morning.

Bobby Bowens and Sean Baldoni were your typical best friends and gym rats. They lived together in a small apartment, they worked out together in this very gym every day, and they worked together as muscle for hire as well as moderately successful cocaine dealers.

Dominic’s eyes narrowed behind his glasses. They were the two sons of bitches who had battered his wife and kidnapped his daughter. It was because of those two men that his wife was currently lying in a hospital bed with a concussion and his daughter was who knew where.

He was hoping one of them would talk if they knew anything. There wasn’t a question about that. He just had to get them where he wanted them. It had to be somewhere out of the way, somewhere with no through foot traffic. He had scoped out the locker room earlier and noticed a sauna that wasn’t very highly utilized. That would be fine, but how to get them in there? Thankfully, Dominic had worked out that idea as well.

While the two of them were bench pressing, Dominic slowly made his way across the gym, stopping to use a machine once in a while but still steadily approaching them. He stopped at the free weights and walked up behind them. Bobby was on the bench press with Sean spotting him. He waited until their set was completed.

“Hey, man,” he whispered until both of them turned to look at him at the same time. “Yo, are you guys Sean and Bobby?”

The two of them looked at one another as if silently deciding whether they wanted to answer that question.

“Who wants to know?” Sean asked.

Dominic had been ready for that question as well. He knew the drug dealers were always cautious when approached by new customers, and typically, they needed some assurance that the new guy was on the up and up. Some smarter dealers would demand a reference from a friend or trusted buyer, but for idiots like this, usually you just had to drop the name of one of their friends. That was all too easy, given Agent Ramirez’s list of associates.

“Shit, dude,” Dominic said, beating up to scratch the back of his neck. “I was talking to Jerry Billwell. He said you guys were the ones to buy from around here.”

“Oh, man, you know Bills?” Bobby asked, a smile spreading along his face. “Yeah, we may got some stuff, but it don’t run cheap.”

Dominic covertly pulled a fat wad of cash out of his pocket to show them he was serious. Another part of his plan. Even if he couldn’t get them to sell drugs, they might still take him into a back room if only to rob him.

“Damn, well, I think we can put something together for you,” Sean said, looking back at Bobby.

Bobby gave him a nod. These two were beyond idiotic. They were setting up the single most obvious double-cross robbery in the history of crime. They might as well have winked at each other and started nudging with their elbows.

“Yeah, but not out here, man,” Bobby said. “Let’s head into the back.”

“Yeah, sure, that sounds cool,” Dominic replied. “I saw they got a sauna back there. That cool for you?”

“Yeah, bro,” he said. “That’s real cool.”

A few minutes later, Dominic was walking through the men’s locker room with both Sean and Bobby. Together, they approach the wooden door that led into the sauna. Dominic opened it and motioned for the two to enter. They did so without a second’s hesitation.

“Damn, it’s toasty in here!” Dominic exclaimed as he pulled the door closed.

“Yeah, well, if you ever wanna see outside of it again, you’re gonna hand over that stack in your pocket,” Sean said, smiling like someone who knew they were completely untouchable in the situation.

“Wait, what?” Dominic asked suddenly.

“You heard him, jackass,” Bobby said, making a fist in front of Dominic’s face. “Cough up the money and we won’t have to bust you up.”

“Oh,” Dominic said, completely dropping the fake clueless voice he had put on for this encounter. “Oh, you mean you’ll beat the shit out of me like you did that woman in her house over in Jersey the other day?”

“Wha…?” Bobby started to ask before Dominic drew a small concealed silenced pistol out of his pocket and buried a bullet right in his kneecap.

Bobby cried out in shock and pain, and Sean screamed in surprise as his friend hit the floor. Before Bobby could scream again, Dominic casually pointed the gun at his head and pulled the trigger. The silenced bullet tore through his forehead and out the back, embedding itself in the wood wall of the sauna.

He then turned the gun on Sean.

“Yo, man, I’m sorry. Look, man, I’ll give you all the coke I’ve got, just please don’t kill me. Fuck, Bobby!”

Instead of shooting him, Dominic reached out with one burly hand and grabbed Sean around the throat. He threw him back against the back wall of the sauna and pinned him there, pressing the gun against his cheek.

“We haven’t been properly introduced,” he said with a stare. “My name is Dominic Deluca, and you and your friend assaulted my wife and kidnapped my daughter.”

He saw Sean’s eyes go wide and dart around, looking for any means of escape. Dominic responded by kneeing him hard in the groin.

“Now, I’m not fucking around, so let’s make this quick,” Dominic said, bringing his mouth close to Sean’s panicked face. “You tell me where you two geniuses dropped my daughter off after you took her out of my house and you get to walk out of here. Your buddy over there didn’t get that choice because he’s the one who actually laid hands on my little girl. Do we have an understanding here?”

Sean nodded vigorously in understanding.

“All right, good. Now, here’s what’s going to happen,” Dominic said. “I’m going to remove my hand, and when I do, you have exactly five seconds to tell me the location of my daughter. If those five seconds pass and you do not tell me, or if anything other than her location comes out of your mouth, I will make you hurt. It will be a deep and unrelenting hurt, the kind that you have never experienced before in your life and likely never will again. In case you’re not following me here, that’ll be because you’re dead.”

Sean nodded again in understanding. Dominic removed his hand slowly.

“Look, man, I’m really sorry. We didn’t mean to disrespect…”

“And here I thought my instructions were oh so very simple,” Dominic said, grabbing Sean by the face and slamming the butt of his gun up against the young man’s cheekbone three times. He immediately started sobbing, screaming, and begging for it to stop. Once Dominic was convinced he had successfully shattered the orbital bone, he grabbed the young man by the hair and slammed him face down onto one of the benches near where the sauna stones smoldered.

He reached over and grabbed a metal device that was used for extracting the stones without having to touch their blazing-hot surfaces.

“I’m in a bit of a good mood now after putting two bullets in your friend, so I’ll tell you what. I’m going to give you another chance to follow my instructions, but we’re going to have a little twist this time,” Dominic said. He extracted one of the smooth igneous stones and could feel the overwhelming heat coming off of it. “This time, if the location of my daughter does not come out of your mouth, the stone goes into it.”

“Come on, man, they’re gonna kill me if I talk!” he screamed.

“I’m going to kill you if you don’t,” Dominic said simply. “Of these two scenarios, this is the only one where death is assured. I’m going to count to three. One…”

He brought the stone close enough to Sean’s face so that the heat given off by its surface could start to sizzle his skin. Sean was screaming now and begging, pleading for mercy without actually giving him the information.

“Two…” he brought it even closer now, mere centimeters away from Sean’s lips.

“All right, man, all right!” he screamed. “I’ll tell you. I’ll tell you!” He then proceeded to rattle off an address, which Dominic knew to be an old box factory in Nyack, New York.

“Attaboy,” Dominic said, starting to bring the stone closer to the boy’s mouth now.

“Wait, wait!” Sean screamed as the stone got closer. “I told you what you wanted to know! I told you!”

“You did,” Dominic said. “You also beat up my wife.” He then shoved the hot stone inside Sean’s mouth and clamped his hand down over the young man’s lips to let the inside of his head burn.
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The next night, Dominic stood across the street from the address Sean had provided. Much as he thought, it was a box factory that had been abandoned in the early 2000s. Peering through a set of night vision binoculars, Dominic watched for any sign of activity. He hadn’t seen anyone going in or out in over two hours.

“Are you sure this mystery intel of yours is on the up and up?” Marco asked him.

“Let’s just say the source was motivated to tell the truth,” Dominic added.

“Hold on,” Sal said, pointing at the side lot.

Dominic focused his attention on the area and saw a nondescript black van pull up to the cargo bay. It was backing up as though it was delivering a shipment. Only this factory had been closed down for over twenty years.

“I think we got jackpot here,” Marco said with a smile. “Remind me to thank your mystery source.”

“That’s gonna be pretty hard to do,” Dominic said dryly.

Men from Sal’s and Marco’s crews were already taking positions around the warehouse. They had brought over fifty men. Dominic felt a knot form in his stomach. He wasn’t squeamish about a firefight. He’d been in dozens of them, maybe even hundreds. He didn’t like to keep count.

This was the closest they had come to potentially finding Isabella so far, and it might very well be the end of the journey. It was possible that Dominic would be able to put this entire affair to bed without having to sacrifice his morals. That would be a perfect scenario, and those so rarely ever worked out for him.

“All teams in position?” he asked.

Both Sal and Marco gave him a thumbs up, and Dominic nodded. He reached into the trunk of Sal’s car and pulled out an AK-47 assault rifle. His two captains did the same. Together, the three of them slung down toward the warehouse, dressed all in black. After slipping through the broken fence, they crouched behind a dilapidated vehicle and waited for an update.

“Sentry Team A,” a voice came over the earpiece Dominic was wearing. “We got a visual here. He got maybe twenty-five, maybe thirty guys inside. There’s a big pen in the middle, and it looks like they got people in there.”

Dominic felt his stomach tighten even further. This really was it, the end of the line.

“All right, move in on my mark and watch your fire,” Dominic said, ready, willing, and able to have the fight of his life in there.

Hang on, baby girl, he thought. Daddy’s coming.

“Move out!” he said. Instantly, his teams from all over the warehouse began to breach.

The second they were in, the shooting started. As Dominic entered, he saw a Moretti enforcer spot him and move to intercept. He raised his rifle with a click of the trigger, and in a quick spray of bullets, he was down.

The fighting was fierce but not long. Dominic’s men had them outnumbered vastly. As the fight continued, Dominic continued to fire into the crowd of traffickers. The hostages in the center pin were all screaming for help. Luckily for them, help was there.

After another ten minutes or so, all of Moretti’s men were either dead or had surrendered. Once there were no more bullets flying through the air, Dominic ran to the central pen. It was a large fenced-in area closed with a bicycle lock. As he approached, he saw women in their twenties, along with children of various ages, from very young to teen and preteen.

“Isabella!” he called out, scanning the faces of every child within the pen. “Isabella?”

But she wasn’t there. Dominic had looked through every face imprisoned within that warehouse five times over, and not one of them was his daughter. He wished he had the power to raise the dead for one brief moment for no other reason than to bring Sean back to life and kill him again.

“Get these people out of here,” Dominic said to his men, who began rifling through the bodies of Moretti’s goons to find the right key that would open the gate.

“Skip!” Marco called out from across the room.

Dominic walked toward his friend, who was standing over a fallen Moretti soldier who had his hands clasped over a bullet wound in his hip.

“What do we got?” Dominic asked, looking at Marco and waiting for an explanation.

“Well, according to our friend here, this was the staging area,” Marco said, pointing to the back of the pen.

“Whenever they snatched someone new, they would bring them here to be sorted and priced like fucking cattle.”

Dominic’s stomach turned as he smeared down at the Moretti soldier.

“You know who I am?” he asked the man.

The terrified soldier simply nodded.

“Good. Then where the fuck is my daughter? You may want to think real hard about this question because I’m only going to ask it once.”

“I don’t know!” he cried out, holding his arms out in front of him. “Seriously, I don’t know! I have no idea what happens to people after they come through here! They don’t tell us! They got this new crazy system where the people who report to one location don’t know where the other ones are!”

“Dammit!” Dominic screamed, his voice echoing throughout the room. He brought up his rifle and shot the man in the head. He then turned back to Marco. “Nobody that works for this organization gets to live.”

“I’m here for it,” Marco said.

Dominic turned his attention back to the women and kids who were all filing out of the fenced-in area. He noticed a very small girl, probably no more than five years old, and he began to shake with rage all over again. But then he noticed what the girl was carrying. It was a blonde doll that she clutched very close to her chest. It was a Cindy doll, exactly like the one he had given Isabella for her birthday. When Isabella had been taken, she was holding that doll. He approached the little girl, and at first, she recoiled away from him.

“Hey there,” he said, trying to give her the friendliest smile he could muster. “What’s your name, hun?”

“Tiffany,” she said, her voice so small and terrified.

“Hey, Tiffany,” Dominic said, pointing to the doll she clutched to her chest. “Where did you get that doll?”

Tiffany’s face suddenly dropped as though she were afraid Dominic was about to take it away from her. She clutched it even closer. “My friend gave it to me,” she said. “I was crying, and she gave me her Cindy doll and said I could have it.”

Dominic swallowed a lump in his throat as he put together his next question. “Sweetie, what was your friend’s name?” he asked, nearly on the edge of his proverbial seat with anticipation.

“Isabella,” she said simply.

Dominic felt an explosion of joy in his chest. So, she had been here, but then, where was she now? He needed to keep Tiffany talking. He was getting closer.

“Tiffany,” he said, pointing at himself, “Isabella is my daughter, and I came here to find her. I want to bring her back home with her mommy and me. The same way you’re going to go home to your mommy and daddy now. Do you know where she went?”

Tiffany’s eyes suddenly lit up as though she were looking at some kind of celebrity instead of a stranger who had approached her with a large gun.

“You’re Isabella’s daddy?” she actually gasped. “She said you were going to come here and save her! She said that’s why I could have Cindy because I needed her to be brave and Isabella could be brave because her daddy was coming!”

Tears stung Dominic’s eyes as he nearly collapsed with the emotional weight of that moment. Even after all this, after everything she had endured up to that point, Isabella still believed in him. She still believed he was going to come for her.

“Do you know where she is now?” Dominic asked Tiffany.

But Tiffany’s face darkened, and she suddenly looked very afraid. “The bad man took her,” she said in a hushed whisper. “The bad man with the long hair and the scary eyes.”

Rossi.

Every bit of joy Dominic had just felt burned up in an instant and crumbled to ashes in his chest. She wasn’t being kept with everyone else. She was being kept with Rossi personally. Dominic shook his head back and forth. In the crystallizing moment, he knew he had to make a choice that he would feel the repercussions of for the rest of his life.

It was time to set aside honor.

“Hey, Dominic!” Marco called from across the room again.

Dominic gave one last smile to Tiffany and told her to stay put because somebody would be by soon to make sure she got back to her parents. He then crossed over to a large table against the far wall that seemed to be something of a catchall.

“We got some stuff over here that you need to see!”
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Maria stood in her driveway, looking up at her house yet again. She had just been released from the hospital, and one Uber ride later, she was back here, back where it all began. She felt such a mixture of emotions looking up at the grand manor. On the one hand, this was the house she had built with her love. It was the place where they had first brought Isabella home from the hospital. The place where she had taken her first steps and called her mommy for the first time.

This house had been a place of transcendent joy for Maria, and now she was worried that all of it had been undone forever by one horrifying event that she would never be able to shake from her psyche.

“You all right?” The sound of the voice behind her made her jump.

She turned to see Dominic standing beside her in the driveway.

“Where the hell did you come from?” she exclaimed, holding her hand to her heart.

“I just pulled up,” Dominic said, pointing back to his rental car that he had parked on the street. “I saw you over here and didn’t wanna disturb you.”

Maria simply nodded and returned her stare to the house. It didn’t seem so much like a place to live anymore so much as a living, breathing creature that had somehow showered and turned evil.

“You know I would’ve picked you up at the hospital, right?” Dominic said.

Maria simply nodded. “I told you, Dominic Deluca, that you have a more important job to do out there.”

It was Dominic’s turn to nod. “The guys who came in that day, the ones who hurt you and took her? You don’t have to worry about that anymore.”

“Did you kill them?” she asked.

“I did,” he replied simply. Although it was almost jarring to hear. At first, the honesty of it was refreshing. And, after all, it was what she had said she wanted.

“Good,” Maria said. “What is it painful?”

“Do you really want the details?” he asked. He was more than willing to share with her, but it seemed as though he wanted to spare her some of the gruesome facts.

“Probably not,” she said.

“I came close to finding her last night,” Dominic said quickly.

Maria’s breath caught in her throat, and she pressed her hand to her heart, ready to hear the story. Dominic then launched into a tale that saw him and his compatriots raid a Moretti family warehouse. They had saved many children and young women from a horrifying fate, and at the same time, discovered a little girl who had known Isabella and had her Cindy doll.

“She wasn’t there, Maria,” he said sadly, shaking his head as though he had utterly failed her.

She reached over and took it by the hand, interlinking her fingers with his. “Sounds like you had a lot of people who needed helping.” She gave his hand a reassuring squeeze. “How did that feel?”

“I honestly don’t know,” he replied. “I don’t think I’ve had the time to really process it yet. But I’m glad that little girl is safe at home with her parents now.”

“And soon ours will be, too,” Maria said.

“I think I know what I have to do now to get her back,” Dominic said. There was a heaviness in his voice about it. “I didn’t think I’d ever be able to do it, but if we want to get her back and be able to live as a family again, I think it’s something that needs to happen whether I like it or not.”

“Do you want to tell me?” Maria asked. That sounded deeply personal to her husband, and she didn’t want him to tell her solely out of obligation.

He didn’t answer at first, so she decided to answer for him.

“Tell me about it after it’s done. Just don’t hide it from me. After the fact, that’s all I ask.”

Dominic nodded in understanding. It seemed as though through this entire ordeal, they had come to understand one another better, though Maria was never going to say that some good had come out of the situation.

“Tonight, I have to go see someone and do that thing I really don’t want to do,” he said simply. “And then, hopefully soon after, we’ll have our baby back.”

“I believe in you, Dominic Deluca,” Maria said. “I know you’re going to do the right thing for our family. You always have.”

“Thank you,” Dominic said thoughtfully, giving her hand a little squeeze. “Do you wanna go in?” he said, pointing at the house. “We can go in together.”

“Yeah,” Maria said. “Let’s go in together.

Hand in hand, they walked up the long driveway to the big house on the hill one more time. Maria remembered the first time they had made that walk, on the day they had closed and could finally be called homeowners together. This dream house, this castle, this house of dread, was actually none of those things. The house was brick and plaster and wood with a concrete foundation. It was glass and paint and plastic, all sculpted to create an aesthetically pleasing shell.

But a shell was all it truly was. For the first time now, standing beside Dominic, Maria could see there never was a fairytale inside the home. They were the fairytale. They were the dream that made this a dream house. And they had brought into this world their own dream. But Maria now knew there was another dream-making moment on the horizon.

It would be the moment her husband walked back through the doorway, holding their baby in his arms. It would be the moment she could wrap her daughter up in the tightest hug imaginable and hold her all night if need be.

Reaching the front door, they crossed the threshold together, and their dreams became reality once more.
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Dominic stood alone in his office, looking around at the simple building from which he had made so many important decisions. This space had played host to important business deals, tremendously fun card games among friends, dramatic arguments that ended in violence, and so much more. But tonight, it was going to become the site of something Dominic never thought he would see.

There was a knock at the door, and he gave a long, heavy sigh. It was time to make this happen, and heaven help him for what might come later. He kept telling himself that it was all for Isabella, and once he said that, everything felt a little better and a little more justified.

Dominic opened the door and let out a heavy sigh as he saw Special Agent Ramirez standing in the doorway. She had her hands on her hips and was giving him something of a cocky smirk. It was almost as though she was relishing this moment of crossing the threshold into enemy territory to bend her arch-nemesis to her side.

“I hear Bobby and Sean were found together in a sauna, both dead. Then, two nights ago, imagine my surprise when I found out that someone hit a big-time Moretti staging area, killed everyone there, and freed all the hostages.

Dominic crossed his arms over his chest. She was having a lot of fun with this moment, and he could tell. However, there was no fun to be had for Dominic. It was not going to be some kind of social call where they took little jabs at one another. This was a serious meeting that was going to have serious repercussions for both of them.

“You can’t believe everything you hear,” Dominic said with a shrug, not wanting to tell her everything just yet.

“Really? You’re going to start playing coy now? With my intel, you got closer than ever to finding your daughter.”

“True,” Dominic said thoughtfully. “But I feel like you knew that intel wasn’t going to lead me to her.”

“Of course,” she said. “It wouldn’t be much of a negotiation if I just gave you everything you wanted and you gave me nothing, now, would it?”

“It’s a negotiation now?” Dominic asked her. “The other night, you made it seem like it was going to be a very one-sided affair.”

“Well,” she said, drawing out the word. “When you look at you and you look at me, one of us is on the side of the law, and the other is criminal.”

“Would it be the FBI agent who gave classified evidence to a civilian the other night? Because I’m pretty sure that’s criminal behavior.”

“I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that it’s only criminal behavior if you get caught,” she said with a shrug. “And I’m about to become the FBI’s youngest superstar ever, so I had to take the lead on this one. But don’t worry. We’re getting much closer to your daughter, and not a moment too soon, right? Time is about to run out, but I have something even better this time.” She walked around the office, passing by Dominic to inspect his desk. She even ran a finger along the surface to check for dust. She found none and seemed impressed by it.

Her eyes traveled over to the wall he had punched just the other day in his frustration. She shook her head disapprovingly and then actually approached his chair. She pulled the chair out and sat down in it. Propping her feet up on his desk, she placed your hands behind her head and gave him another one of those knowing smiles.

“I know where the boat will be,” she said.

“The boat?” he repeated.

“Yes, the boat as in the boat. The one that is leaving here with their ill-gotten merchandise, never to be seen again. One piece of that merchandise being your daughter.”

“What do you need from me, then?” Dominic asked. “Your agent should be able to take it out. No problem.

“Big problem, actually. You see, the boat is a luxury yacht that’s privately owned by none other than your friend Vincenzo Moretti. Because it’s private property, we need a warrant to search it. Unfortunately, Vincenzo seems to be paid up with the right judges because I can’t get a warrant for this boat to save my life.”

“So, what are you saying?” Dominic asked. “Are you saying you want me to assault that yacht myself?”

“By yourself?” She laughed and pressed a hand into her chest. “Look, you’re good, but you’re not that good. It’s a big yacht, and it’s going to have a lotta men on it. That means you need to bring a lot of men with you. We’re talking like over a hundred soldiers.”

“So, my men assault the yacht and take it down, and then you just swoop in to arrest Moretti and Rossi?”

“Pretty much,” she said with another wink. “Once shots are fired, we have probable cause, or you can dial in an anonymous tip. Then, once we have Moretti and Rossi in bracelets, you turn witness for the state and we relocate you and your family. Somewhere safe, warm, maybe tropical, who knows?”

“I’m a little confused on a few key issues here,” Dominic said. “You said I need to assault the yacht with my men. Couldn’t I just sneak on there, get them to start shooting, and then you guys can come in for the big save?”

She made a face by twisting her mouth. “I need a lot of noise, and I need you to survive if you’re going to turn state’s witness,” she said.

“And you know for a fact that my daughter is going to be on that ship?”

“Absolutely she is,” Agent Ramirez said. “You’ll be back with her before you know it.”

“But when the FBI invades the ship, what’s going to stop them from arresting all of my men?”

“Nothing,” Rivera said. “I said you were going to turn state’s witness. Your associates are criminals, and your testimony will help put them away.”

“I thought we were talking about my testimony to help put away Moretti and Rossi only.”

“You really thought that would be enough? A lifetime of crime just washed away by testifying against two people who you hate? If you wanna save your daughter here, if you want to see to it that she’s returned home safe and sound and has the kind of life that you want for her in the future, then you’re going to have to do some things that make you a little uncomfortable.”

“You call turning on my friends a little uncomfortable?”

“All right, well, you’re going to have to do a lot of things that make you a lot uncomfortable. Is that better?”

“If I didn’t know any better, I would say you were trying to sweet talk to me the other night, and now you’re playing hardball,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest.

“I guess you don’t know any better then because that’s exactly what I’m doing. It was working wonders on your wife before your buddies showed up.”

“So, now you’re basically using my daughter as a hostage,” he said, with a dark tightness coming over his voice.

“That’s a really shitty way of looking at things, Dominic,” she said.

“But it’s also a very truthful way of looking at things, isn’t it?”

“When you start using words like hostage, you make it sound like I kidnapped her myself,” she said defensively. “Rossi and Moretti are the ones who kidnapped her, and I’m the one who’s giving you the means to save her.”

“True,” Dominic said thoughtfully. “Or at least it would be true if you weren’t the one who told him to kidnap my daughter in the first place.”

“I’m sorry, what?” she asked with a slightly nervous laugh. “That’s a new one! Where did you pull that one out of?”

“That would be old man Moretti’s cell phone,” Dominic said, reaching into his pocket to pull out a bloodstained smartphone. “He’s an old man, and he’s grieving, so I guess you can be forgiving of him leaving electronics lying around. He’s also rich as all hell, so he could always just buy another one.”

“I’ve never seen that thing before in my life,” Agent Ramirez said.

“You haven’t seen it because it’s someone else’s cell phone. But when you approached him as a business partner to offer him an alternate route to ship out human trafficking victims, it looks like he had a feeling you might try to betray him because he kept a rather extensive file on all of your interactions.”

“You can’t prove that there’s…” she said, standing up from the desk now and backing away from him.

“Here’s my favorite line of yours from this conversation where my name gets brought up. He has a daughter… Very young. Might be a nice addition to the first shipment…”

“That’s ridiculous!” Special Agent Ramirez exclaimed with a laugh. “Why would I want to kidnap your daughter? Why would I want to help him with this? I’m a federal agent.”

“Well, you told him it was because of money, but we both know that’s a lie. Because you’re not interested in money, are you? You’re after fame. You’re after superstardom. So, you maneuver the leader of New York’s biggest crime family onto a ship with the leader of an international human trafficking ring and throw in, for good measure, the leader of the entire New Jersey mafia. That would be one of the biggest collars in FBI history, if I’m not mistaken. But of course, you never could’ve gotten me on that ship unless there was something there for me. So, that’s why you had them take my daughter, traumatizing a seven-year-old child, and had them assault my wife. Then you strong-arm me into thinking I’m your ally, and boom, a perfect storm of betrayal, where the only person left standing at the end of it is Special Agent Julia Ramirez.”

“Do you think anyone’s going to believe that?” Ramirez scoffed. “Do you think anyone’s going to believe the word of that mafia boss over a decorated government agent? All I have to do is point out that you’re a criminal with a history of being a liar. And then I’ll play that ‘I’m a woman, and he’s a white man’ card because, let’s face it, that always works.”

“I definitely don’t think anyone would believe me,” Dominic said. “Like you said, I’m a thief, murderer, and everything you listed. But you know what else I am? I’m a husband and father. And you fucked with my family. So, don’t worry, Special Agent. I’m not going to report you to your superiors or try to bring you to court.”

Closet doors on either side of the office suddenly opened, and both Sal and Marco emerged from them, weapons drawn and trained on her. Ramirez looked as though she was going to reach for her gun for a brief moment but then froze when she realized they had her dead to rights.

“No, Special Agent,” Dominic said, strolling closer to her. And then he reached behind her and took her gun and its holster and held it up to check the clip. “No, you’re not going to jail. But like so many others who have crossed La Costa Nostra in the past, you’re just going to disappear, never to be heard from again.”

“Do you think you can just get away with that?” She laughed nervously. “I am a government agent. You all have rules against killing government agents and cops!”

“It’s like you said the other day, Julia,” Dominic said. “The old rules are dead, and I need to start expanding my horizons.”
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Dominic crouched on a dock overlooking the huge white yacht that Vincenzo Moretti had just purchased. It must’ve cost a considerable chunk of his fortune, and Dominic thought it was a shame that it was only going to be used once.

He was going to invade that ship, and he was going to strike with furious prejudice, just like Special Agent Ramirez had planned. After he took her for a little car ride down to the Pine Barrens, she became very amenable, willing to share all sorts of FBI secrets, including the location and schedule of the yacht.

Ordinarily, divulging information when threatened was something Dominic respected, and he might have even spared her life had her crime been anything less than what it was. She’d had his daughter kidnapped, his wife beaten, and she had tried to launch a plot that would have destroyed Dominic’s entire crime family all for her own personal glory.

It was a shame that she would end up just another missing persons case. She had been so certain that he would never harm her, and normally, she would’ve been right. But once he had learned the true extent of what she had done and what she had planned to do, he had to forgo his rules and honor. He had to break some of those established unofficial guidelines that he always followed to such a tee.

“We’re ready,” Dominic said to Marco and Sal. It wasn’t a question. It was a statement of fact.

This war had gone on long enough, and it had caused them all so much personal strife, Dominic most of all. But now it was time for Angelo Rossi and Vincenzo Moretti to get their comeuppance.

“You’re goddamn right we are,” Marco said. “Like a damn swat team. Oh, sorry, skipper. I didn’t wanna make you consider joining the Feds again with that comment.”

Had anyone but Marco made that joke, it would’ve not ended well for them. But because it was Marco, because Dominic understood Marco, he actually smiled and gave a light laugh.

“Well, boys, look who’s here,” Sal said, looking through a pair of night vision binoculars.

Dominic pulled out his own and saw a number of Moretti men loading huge shipping crates into the hold of Vincenzo’s yacht. And then there was Vincenzo himself. He was walking around, inspecting the cargo, although Dominic doubted Vincenzo had anything of value to add to any conversation about shipping.

Dominic kept his eyes locked on those containers. He knew there were people in there. Inside would be children of all ages and young women who are about to be taken from this country and thrust into a nightmare world where they were nothing more than objects for the most perverse and cruel beings on the planet. It wasn’t going to happen. Not today and not any day.

“Holy shit,” Marco said, suddenly elbowing Dominic in the side. “Dominic, look!”

Looking over in the direction Marco was pointing, Dominic could see Angelo Rossi walking toward the ship. And he wasn’t alone. Walking beside him in a small black dress that looked like it could’ve been worn to a grandparent’s funeral was Isabella. She looked miserable and terrified but otherwise safe. But just because she looked safe didn’t mean she was.

Dominic had known all too well the horrors that man had inflicted on other human beings. If he had so much as laid a finger on his daughter… Dominic started to become a tumultuous thunderstorm of purpose. There she was, his little girl, his baby girl, so close now in the hands of a monster. Dominic had wondered how he would feel when he saw Rossi again. He still sometimes experienced those debilitating flashbacks to those hours he had spent strapped in the torture chair at the hands of that maniac. But Rossi’s proximity to Isabella in the situation was creating a countermeasure to fear. He would not be facing off with Angelo Rossi as one of that man’s many victims. He would be facing off with him as a father, trying to protect his little girl.

“We move now,” Dominic said as Rossi and Isabella made their way toward the boat. Before waiting for confirmation, he quickly stood and started to run toward the boat. “Rossi!” he screamed, his voice echoing over the expansive dark area.

Both Rossi and Isabella turned at the sound of his voice. Even Vincenzo looked, drawn over from inspecting the boxes. Vincenzo appeared furious. He was pointing emphatically at Dominic, clearly screaming for someone to take him down. Rossi, however, looked pleased to see him. He wore a huge smile on his face and spread his arms, as though he was welcoming Dominic into his home. But there was only one reaction that he needed to hear.

“Daddy!” Isabella screamed at the top of her lungs before Vincenzo came up behind her and wrapped an arm around the little girl.

He started to drag her toward the ship, and it seemed as though he was using her as a human shield. That would be his last mistake.

Rossi pointed toward Dominic, and all of his men were starting to swarm onto the deck. But before they could fire off a shot, gunfire rang out from all over the dock, striking Moretti’s men and mowing them down like weed in the field.

Rossi, seeing this was an ambush, ran up the ramp toward the ship as the engines came to life. Dominic sprinted now, and a few of Moretti’s men managed to get shots off. But he was wearing Kevlar body armor underneath his black, long-sleeve shirt and pants. A few of the shots grazed him, but none managed to penetrate the armor. All of his men were converging on the ship now. Many were running up the ramp, while others were leaping from the dock and climbing on board like circus monkeys to a train.

Dominic reached the ramp just as the ship was pulling away. He jumped with all his worth and cleared the distance. He landed on the surface in a forward roll and came back up on his feet, drawing his weapon and putting down one of Rossi’s men.

“Damn, you’re fast when you want to be!” Marco called out, having just jumped off the ship after him.

“Talk later; kill now,” Sal said.

There were so many potential dangers on the ship, and Dominic Deluca was not well suited to take them on. He could use Dominic Deluca’s love as a fuel source, as a wellspring of passion, from which he could draw strength.

But in order to fully succeed, in order to defeat this evil, he needed the shadow.

The shadow he was capable of becoming was a creature that was so deeply feared among the criminal underworld that the mere sight of it or mention of its name could cause enemies to flee.

The shadow, fueled by Dominic Deluca’s love, saw this in action as he ran across the deck of the ship in search of a demon. His new enemies popped up in front of him. Some fled at the mere sight of his eyes burning with dark hatred and seeking his next kill.

Wherever the shadow pointed its weapon, enemies fell. They did not get back up again. The shadow was wildly efficient when it shot. It didn’t believe in wasted ammunition. That was why it had honed its aim to such a degree. Where it pointed, where it shot, people died. One by one, body after body, soul after soul, people died.

The shadow understood the human body. It knew the body’s greatest weaknesses. It knew exactly where it had to hit to incapacitate and where it should aim to kill. On this ship, fueled by the passion of a husband and father desperate to reclaim everything important in his life, the shadow wasn’t interested in incapacitating those who stood in its way.

The shadow watched as some of its allies fell and felt for them in that moment. But he was proud of them. They were fighting for what they believed in. For once, they were not fighting for individual profit. They weren’t fighting to collect a debt or bust up a union protest. Instead, they were fighting to protect innocent people who were being condemned to a fate worse than death.

The shadow was honored to call them brothers.

As the shadow made its way along the deck, swift and terrifying as any true shadow should be, it saw before it, at the ship’s bow, the demon it had come to feast upon.

This monster was the source of the shadow’s fear. Because it was not just Dominic Deluca who was tortured at the hands of this beast. The shadow had tasted Dominic’s fear and now used that same fear to light the fire of its own passion. The demon was smiling at the shadow, as though it had sensed the transformation and welcomed it like a friend and peer.

The shadow wasn’t in the mood for games. It raised its gun and fired off two shots directly at the creature’s head. However, the demon rolled forward into the dark and came up inside the shadow’s guard. Striking up with its elbow, it hit the shadow in the wrist, and the gun flew out of the shadow’s hands and fell over the side of the ship.

The shadow remembered the last time it had faced this creature. At that time, the shadow’s corporeal form had been weakened. This time, the demon would find a much more well-rounded adversary.

Much as it had in their first encounter, the demon tried to punch at the shadow’s throat. But the shadow was ready for it this time and guided the blow away, spinning with its deflection to bring it to the demon’s back. The shadow swung its forearm into the back of the demon’s head and sent it careening into the ship’s deck. The demon fell forward, splayed out in front of the shadow like a clumsy, gangly mess of thin limbs. However, it was back up to its feet with alarming speed and regarded the shadow with a delighted smile.

“You come back,” the demon said in its broken English. “No one ever come back before. But I knew you would. I knew you could not resist bait. But I must say, I have grown quite fond of the girl. You have nothing to fear; she will not be sold. She will remain with me by my side as my…companion.”

Those words stirred something deep and primal within the shadow. They stirred anger and fury, the likes of which nature might unleash in a powerful storm that could split the land.

“Oh, don’t worry,” the demon said. “I have not yet tasted. I decide to wait until you have chance to say goodbye. And then I celebrate after I break your body in front of your daughter.”

The shadow glared in abject hatred at the demon. It was like some demented counterbalance of nature that this creature should even exist within the same room as the shadow.

But the shadow also had a flair for the dramatic. It could enjoy irony as much as any human. It remembered the way the demon had taunted it in their first encounter. It responded to the demons, threats in kind.

“Take your shot.”

The demon smiled at the challenge and ran at the shadow. It struck out with fists and knees and spinning roundhouse kicks. The shadow was able to block, turn away, or duck beneath everything the demon threw at it. The shadow’s knowledge of the martial arts was vast. It had studied extensively in combat styles from Brazil, Japan, Thailand, China, and more.

The demon was also skilled. Its entire body seemed to be like a wispy weapon. It moved like a whip, its arms and legs cracking and slashing about as it tried to land a debilitating blow.

But the demon was finding that it could not touch the shadow. The shadow was, despite its large size, very fast and agile. That seemed to frustrate the demon momentarily, and it swung wildly, attempting to slash its sharpened claws at the shadow’s eyes.

The shadow brought one arm up to catch the blow and wrapped its thick arm around the demon’s. This was much the same as the demon had done in their previous encounter. But now it was learning exactly what it was that it faced. With the demon’s arm trapped, the shadow reached up to grasp at the back of the demon’s head. Then, it pulled the demon’s head down while lunging forward with its own. The two men met somewhere in the middle in a vicious headbutt that split the demon’s flesh.

The demon tried to stumble back, but the shadow held on tightly, yanking back and driving an elbow into the demon’s neck. The demon choked on its own saliva, already distracted as the shadow drove its knee into the wiry framework of its torso. This blow was so powerful that it actually lifted the demon off the ground for the briefest moment.

The demon was hurting now, with blood trickling out through its lips. The shadow grabbed the demon by its lapel and threw it into the side of the ship. It smacked hard into the wall and struggled to breathe. Sensing victory, the shadow descended upon the demon and started to swing. It brought mighty fists down against the demon’s face and torso over and over and over again. Left and rights were doled out one after the other in a nonstop avalanche, a furious onslaught from which there was no escape.

Soon, the demon’s face was a bloody mass of swollen flesh and missing teeth. It reached up to grab the shadow’s shirt as though that might stop this tornado of judgment.

“You…,” the demon remarked with a laugh. “You are vicious warrior. You are beast. And today you are winner. But always remember…” The demon dug its fingers into the Kevlar armor that covered the shadow’s torso as it tried to forcibly pull it back to expose the scarred flesh beneath. Of course, that was impossible, but the demon seemed to believe it had made its point. It traced one of its long, spidery fingers along the armor against the shadow’s sternum.

“Always remember that I am with you,” the demon said, its lips spreading into a hideous, red, splotchy smile that showed off the true depth of its mania.

The shadow had enough. It reared back, and with all the world-destroying fury at its disposal, it smashed its right first into the tip of the demon’s chin. The shadow heard a crack as the demon’s neck bent at an awkward angle. A second later, its limp body fell over the edge of the ship, plummeting into the waters below.

The shadow watched over the side as the demon’s body sank into the depths, swallowed by the blackness, hopefully never to be seen again. The shadow was done with this battle, but the war was not yet over.

It turned its attention to the remainder of the deck as the men who fought at its side emerged victorious one by one. It could see Marco and Salvatore slapping their hands together in celebration as they claimed the yacht and its ill-gotten cargo. But there were still loose ends to tie up.

The shadow stalked toward the entrance of the ship’s cabin where the pathetic old man had dragged the girl. Trying the knob, the shadow noted that the door was locked. It also noticed a handgun lying on the ground next to a body. The shadow retrieved it, checked to make sure it was loaded, and brought its foot up, slamming into the door with as much force as it could muster.

The door instantly gave way, opening up the cabin for the shadow to spread into. There was a tiny scream in the air as the door swung open. Dominic began to wake from his battle sleep when he saw the girl, his girl, his baby, his Isabella. She looked positively terrified, but her scream had died out the moment she saw who had kicked in the door.

“Daddy!” she screamed with equal parts excitement, fear, and hope, all intermingling into one shrill exclamation.

She reached out her hand for him as though she could somehow summon him to her side. But the vile, odious, putrid old man still held her with an arm around her throat.

“Don’t move, Deluca!” the Moretti said, pointing a gun in the shadow’s direction. “You take one more step in this room, and I’ll put you down. You son of a bitch! You son of a bitch, you took everything from me!”

“You took everything from yourself, old man,” the shadow responded. “Nothing happened here that you didn’t cause.”

“No,” the old man said. He was shaking his head back and forth with such intensity that his wispy white hair was actually coming undone from its meticulous slicked-back style. It made the old man look like some kind of deranged scientist. “No, you took it! You took it all! You took everything! You took my son!”

The old man looked down at the girl in front of him, regarding her for the first time as something other than just a human shield.

“What do you say, Deluca?” The old man spat, slowly starting to turn the gun from the shadow to the girl. “An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, a son for a dau—”

The old man’s sentence was cut short by a loud bang. The instant that gun had started to turn toward the girl, the shadow and Dominic worked in concert with one another, knowing they had to protect her at all costs. They raised the gun and fired, striking the old man right between the eyes and sending him soaring back and away from the girl. Isabella screamed and rushed toward him as the old man’s limp body collapsed to the floor.

The shadow opened its arms, and the girl ran right into them. As soon as he felt her touch, her corporeal realness, the shadow began to shrink away. Eventually, the shadow was gone, and the darkness was dispelled.

All that was left was wonderful light, and the shadow was Dominic Deluca once again.

“I love you, Daddy!” Isabella exclaimed through tears. She hugged him so hard that it actually hurt, but he didn’t mind. “I love you, Daddy! You’re here! I love you!”

“I love you, baby,” Dominic replied. “And I’ll always be here no matter what.”


EPILOGUE
[image: ]


Maria knew it was over. She knew that even as she sat in this house by herself in the very room where, just days ago, her life had nearly ended and joy was stolen from this place. She was so relieved that she could hardly think. It was as though the world had become this dark, dangerous, tumultuous hellscape, and now, suddenly, spring had sprung up in its wake.

As she looked around the room, Maria could still see the remnants of the glass coffee table she had been tossed through. She could still see flecks of her own blood embedded in the carpet fibers. She could identify exactly where she had been lying when Isabella had called out for her, begging her to get up.

But that was the past now, just some dark, horrible nightmare that she was ready to wake up from. She didn’t have to think about those things anymore. The glass could be swept up; the carpet could be replaced. And one day, it might become a spot where her grandchildren would sit and play.

Her family was coming back together; it was regenerating. It was finding its strength. But at the same time, Maria knew they would never be the same again. They had been shattered, and such events left irrevocable changes in their wake. The price of reforging something that was once broken was that it never quite looked the same again. She wondered, now that her family was being reforged, what it might look like in the future.

And she wondered if they might someday break again.

There were still issues to work out, still threats that plagued their lives beyond the horizon. There would always be anxieties in the life they led together. She had just seen firsthand what kind of consequences a mob war could bring to a family. Would she, too, then someday see what a federal indictment might bring? Would they have to live through more assassination attempts? Would she or her daughter ever become a target again?

And what was going to happen in the future as Isabella grew? What would she do when questions started to arise regarding their family/ How could she explain to that wonderful little girl that they weren’t like other families? Maria had no idea what the future might bring or how they would weather it. However, there was one thing she knew above all else.

They would weather that storm together.

They would weather it as a family. They might weather personal strife as individuals, but they would always come back together as a family for one another.

The sound of a car pulling up outside drew Maria’s attention.

A wave of nervous excitement hit her, and she jumped to her feet. She began to pace back and forth in the living room, crossing into the foyer, moving farther and farther with each trip. Finally, she was at the door, and she could wait no longer. She threw open the front door and ran out onto the porch to see the car parking in front of her.

The door opened, and out came Dominic. Out came her husband, tall and strong, a weary smile of accomplishment on his face.

From the back seat, she saw another door open, and this time, it was Marco. He wore his same overconfident smile, his same “devil may care” posture. And he exuded a sense of pride at what he and his brothers had accomplished that day.

The passenger side opened, and Sal stood, stretching his aching limbs and giving Maria a wave. Finally, her husband crossed to the other side of the car.

Maria held her breath as he opened the door and reached inside. What would he pull out? Would it be her same little girl with that same optimism and bright little smile? Or had that smile been extinguished through trauma and terror?

She watched with bated breath as Dominic rose out of the car, and in his arms, she saw he carried her. It was her down to every dimple, every hair, every adorable little freckle that made her the little bundle of joy she had always been since the day she had arrived in their lives.

Isabella’s head turned, and she saw her mother watching her from the porch. Her face lit up with undeniable glee and excitement, and she started to squirm in her father’s arms.

He set her down on the driveway, and she was off like a shot. She tore across the pavement and up onto the porch, practically leaping her way up, arms outstretched, colliding in mid-air with her mother and wrapping both her arms and legs around the woman’s torso. It was the kind of hug that Maria had always cherished. The one that came after being separated for any amount of time. Only this time, it felt sweeter because she had worried that this hug, this joy, this love might not exist anymore.

But it was still there… It was all still there.

Maria wrapped her arms around Isabella with such extreme love and tenderness, and then she felt Isabella start to kiss her on the cheek over and over again, the way Maria used to kiss her when she was a baby.

“Oh, my baby,” Maria sobbed, tears spilling out over her cheeks. “Oh, baby, Mama loves you so much! So, so, so very much!”

“I love you, too, Mommy,” Isabella said into her ear.

“I’m so sorry,” Maria said. “Oh my, baby, I am so sorry. Can you ever forgive me?”

“For what?” Isabella asked, completely unsure of what her mother was referring to.

“I let them take you,” Maria said, feeling an avalanche of guilt.

But Isabella simply shook her head. “No, Mommy,” she said. “You tried so hard. And you always tell me that when I try, then I win.”

Maria swallowed a sob at the mature and measured forgiveness from her seven-year-old daughter. Instantly, she felt the weight of the world lift off her shoulders and knew that everything was going to be just fine.

“She gets that philosophical stuff from you, you know,” Dominic said, now walking up the steps toward them.

Maria looked deep into Dominic’s eyes and said the one thing she could think to say that might carry even a fraction of the emotion of what she felt in that moment. “Thank you.”

“You never have to thank me for being there for my family,” Dominic said, wrapping his arms around the two of them and pulling them in close.

They stood there like that, just holding one another for moment after moment after glorious moment.

It was true that Maria had no idea what the future held, but as long as these two were by her side, the unknown wasn’t nearly as scary anymore.
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