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CONTENT WARNINGS



This is a very dark story. The kink in this book is considered unsafe and unhealthy in real life. Please have that in mind. Boundaries are crossed, consent is not always clear, and there is descriptive torture, which might be very triggering.

This book contains 45 content warnings, ranging from graphic descriptions of violence, graphic descriptions of murder and torture, mentions of child abuse, and brutal use of toys to (public) humiliation, a degradation kink, attempted rape, and moments with unclear consent. There are descriptive sexual actions, the questionable use of a gun, and the use of pigeons for torture.

See the author’s website for the full list.

Please know your limits and take care of your mental health.


PREFACE



Rosalia is of Sicilian origin, so if you find some sentences that feel or read strange or unusual to you, know this is intentional, as non-native speakers tend to use figures of speech/sayings of their mother tongue and translate these words word-for-word into English.


DEDICATION



For those who are way too feminist in real life, but swoon for the Mafia Queen double your age who abducted you and calls you her filthy little whore.


PLAYLIST



With every chapter beginning, you’ll find the name of the song I have associated with it. Not only associated, but also heard while writing it. It is the music that helped me transport the words from my heart onto the page.

Full Her Sins Series Playlist:

(In order, starting with Her Greed, then Her Pride, then Her Wrath)

Spotify


I will have her, because she is mine.


PROLOGUE
PLAYLIST: MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT – ELLEY DUHÉ



Berlin, Germany, 12 years ago

“Did you really believe I would not notice?” I ask the man kneeling at my feet in a puddle of his own blood.

“Please, Rosalia, I didn’t—“ begs the man with his bloodshot eyes, sweat running down his temples, infame!

“You didn’t what? Didn’t mean to besmear them with your filth? Children! They were children! You are a liar, schifu. Taking them. Taking my money,” I say in a derogatory tone. “I know everything, everything. And you will pay with your blood for it.”

My neck pulsates dangerously.

“He made me,” the man pleads. “Giuseppe, it was on his orders! You know he cannot be denied.”

“It does not move a hair on me on whose orders it was,” I say. “It was your dirty cazzo inside of them. Your hands that touched what was mine. Your soul that betrayed my trust. Now, tell me where it is.”

“Why would I? You’ll kill me anyway.”

“Yes,” I say with a voice as dark as it is dangerous. “But I can do it fast with a bullet in your head or slowly, by ripping the skin of your body, piece by piece, by piece.”

The man’s face falls.

“Endless pain. For days that will feel like years,” I add. “Where is it?”

“It’s gone,” he says. “I used it for the shipment.”

“I don’t believe a single word out of your filthy mouth,” I say and press the gun into his forehead. “Try again.”

“It’s the truth. I swear on the life of my daughter.”

“Your daughter means nothing to you,” I say and spit in his face. “You fucked girls younger than her, why not touch her?”

I see his eyes flicker into a detached stare.

“Exactly,” he says, and I cannot listen to the man any longer.

I take a pair of pliers from the bag, grasp his tied hand, and crush his fingers with it. He screams. Not enough.

“I am going to cut off your penis,” I say as I open his trousers and fumble out the disgusting thing.

“Nooooo!” he shouts and tries to plead with me, but I know no mercy. In all my thirty-seven years on this planet, I have never shown it, and I will never do. Mercy is for the fools, because a tainted soul will never learn.

Rapists will stay rapists. Abusers will stay abusers. And thieves will stay thieves. There is no mercy for those who take what was never theirs. His screams of pain rip through the room as the pliers close around his penis.

“I hope you will rot in hell,” I whisper darkly.

He screams more and more, and at some point, I just can’t listen to his pathetic whining anymore. So I take my gun and pull the trigger. First, to shoot his groin. Just for the fun of it, and then in his chest, exactly where his heart is.

I don’t care about the money. What I care about is this—the view of his dead body. He was a dead man the moment he opened his zipper to prove to Giuseppe his worth by taking the girls.

“Good work,” I say as I turn to the young woman watching my every move. I have been training her for years now. It was she who finally tracked him down, because her skills to track anyone down go way beyond the abilities I will ever have.

“It took too long,” she says.

“Patience is what brings you far, hun. You, of all people, should know.”

“I do,” she says coldly as she removes the bullets from the man's chest. I never leave traces, because I am a shadow. And so is Kat.

“Do you need anything from him?” she asks.

“The money. Otherwise, make it beautiful for the victims.”

“I will,” she says, photographs him, and prepares everything to burn down the house. “I would have bathed him in acid.”

“You can do whatever you want with your prey; this was mine. Be done here in ten.”

I walk outside the house because I know Kat will do whatever is needed to my utmost satisfaction and take my golden cross necklace from my suit trousers. I slide the chain through my fingers and rub it three times before I put it back around my neck. I am a firm believer in God, the Lord, as He made me who I am. I became what He needed, what the world made by men needed. Why else would I have been born on All Saints Day with the gift of equalising distinct as mine?

I stare into the dullness of Berlin. I watch a group of young men sitting on the entrance steps leading to one of the multi-complex houses, smoking pot. Personally, I find Germans in general are very strange people, unemotional and nosy, no class, no style, no charisma—just like the city I am in. I do not wish to stay here any longer.

“Here,” Kat says, handing me a transparent bag. “His phone, DNA samples, photos, and the bullet.”

“Was there anything useful on it?”

“Nothing so far. I made a copy and will check it thoroughly when we are back. We should leave.”

We should. So I walk in my heels, sliding my hat on. We get into the car that is waiting for us.

“I need you to find the money,” I tell Kat. Not because I care much about the money itself, but because the money is a trail. A trail that leads to the misdeeds of men.

“I have been wondering about that,” she says. “He was rather intent on his daughter, wasn’t he. What if he didn’t touch her, but gave her the money?”

“She’s twelve.”

“So what? I murdered my father when I was that age,” says Kat with a snort, and I consider her for a moment.

“Very well, find her. Track her, but keep your distance. She is too young if we’re wrong.”

[image: ]


“Rose,” says Kat, looking up from her laptop as she sits on the floor in the kitchen of my apartment in Manhattan, and I can see there is something wrong.

“What is it?” I ask, goosebumps spreading over my skin.

Kat bites her lip.

“What?” I repeat my question, more pressing.

“You need to see it yourself,” she says, and turns the laptop.

I get up, walk over to the open kitchen, squat, and stare at the screen. A photo on it⁠—

My body freezes. My insides clench as I realise what it shows.

“I found it on his phone,” Kat says.

I want to curse, but there are no words as my breath flattens as the sensation of pain consumes my chest like a void.

“She killed him,” I whisper. “She killed my son.”

“Rose,” says Kat, her hand on my forearm, but I am not there. Images flash through my mind as I finally know how it happened. How he was taken from me.

Murderous rage burns through me.

And I know a single thing: I am going to murder this girl for everything she has taken from me. It’ll be slow, it’ll be painful, and I will not stop until I see the life fading from her eyes.

“Find her,” I say as I get up and turn, ice-cold rage consuming my heart. “And bring her. Whatever it takes.”

[image: ]


“Nothing, absolutely nothing,” says Kat on her return as she leans backward against the rickety old stone railing leading down into certain death. But she has always been one to walk on the thin line between life and death—something I quite enjoy.

“I can’t find a single trace leading to her,” she says, and stares into the bright blue sky of the Sicilian summer before we depart for the States. I am going to introduce her to an old friend of mine who will teach her further in close combat.

“And the wife? Her mother?”

“Nothing either. Both vanished. There is not a single trace since they left Berlin. No facials, no names, nothing.”

I am quite certain what it means. Antonio took my money and made his wife and daughter disappear with it because he knew what his daughter had done.

Anger resurfaces within me, and I regret murdering him quite fast. I should have indeed used Kat’s preferred interrogation and murder technique, which means a very slow and painful death.

But I also know that I will get my revenge. I always do.

“Here,” says Kat, and hands me a photo of Antonio’s daughter smiling broadly into the camera while she holds a small stuffed sloth in her arms. I see her face, and all I feel is the desire to crush her, kill her, make her pay for what she took from me.

“It’s the only thing I could find on her.”

I brush my thumb over the photo.

“It’s Giuseppe’s Masseria,” I say. I’d recognise his estate anywhere.

“It is,” Kat says. “Which is why I brought it to you.”

“Thank you,” I say. “So Antonio did indeed act on Giuseppe’s orders.”

“Looks like it.”

“I bet the money, the daughter and wife are there,” I say.

And I know I have to let it be for now, because I cannot touch Guiseppe. I will, one day, but that day will be a very costly one—one, I intend to delay as much as possible. When it comes, I’ll kill them all and take what was mine. His empire. And her life. Because I came to equalise.
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SOPHIE
PLAYLIST: WAKE ME UP – AVICII



Today

“Oh. My. God. Look!” I shout at my best friend, Luisa, as we walk over the tiles towards the railing with the view of the Eiffel Tower. I am beaming. Because I left home for the first time in forever, and this is what freedom feels like.

I have never dared try to leave, because my mother has been sick since I can remember, and between school, studying, and working part-time, I had no life. Now, after finishing my master’s, and my mother being admitted to a nursing home, it is time I do. Luisa was right about it, and I am, for the first time, glad she convinced me to travel the world with her.

I have known Luisa forever; we have been best friends since I came to London. We went to the same school and chose the same path of study: first psychology and then criminology, because we both have a desire to understand human nature, especially the nature of evil.

“It’s the most amazing thing I have ever seen,” I say and smile into the camera. Luisa hates how she looks in photos and never lets anyone photograph her, but she has her camera with her at all times to photograph everyone else, usually me doing stuff.

“Can you spin and stretch your arms? Like a ballerina.”

I am not a ballerina, nor is it anything like me, because I am a very present person, even muscular, who lifts heavy and likes both feet firmly on the ground, but for Luisa, I’ll do everything. At least acting classes were good for something. I also want this moment to be fixed forever, because I dared. With a lot of convincing and being played by my own game, because I tell Luisa every day to stay positive and believe that everything happens for a reason. However, giving advice and taking advice are two very different things.

I also trust Luisa. She has a beautiful eye for making small moments last forever, and the Eiffel Tower was my dream for a long time.

So I spin.

I know my cheeks are flushed from the excitement, and with the morning sun, it might just make a wonderful picture.

“They’re amazing, Fifi,” she says. I hate when she calls me Fifi, but somehow it has replaced my real name.

“I want to get on it,” I say, and use my fingers to frame the Eiffel Tower within them.

“Oh, wait,” Luisa says. “Where is Lolita? She needs to be in the pictures!”

Lolita is my little sloth, a stuffed animal that my father gave me for my sixth birthday, and I promised my mother to take some photos with it in memory of my father. Not that she remembers, but I always hope she does.

My father sadly died all those years back in a tragic house fire, but he lives in my heart every day. I would describe myself as a spiritual person, and I believe he’s watching over me, even though things got rough after his death, because he left us with no money.

He’s been an architect and travelled the world for many projects, and now, I travel, too. And I might be giving my mother something back—even if she can’t remember much these days.

“Here,” I say and pull Lolita from my rucksack and hold her next to me, the Eiffel Tower in the back. The toll of time is visible on the little sloth: an eye is missing, and the fabric it’s made from has grown rough and thin because I have her with me.

“Check,” says Luisa. “Now let’s get on there. I want to see the Louvre and eat a croissant today before we leave for Rome.”

We started our Europe trip in Copenhagen, flew to Prague afterwards and visited Warsaw. But my heart always longed for the rest of the Europe trip: Paris, Rome, and Barcelona. Especially Paris. I am a hopeless romantic, and in my fantasy, I always see myself travelling here one day with the love of my life for our honeymoon.

I mean, it’s not that there are many prospects for anything other than the occasional hook-up, I have been too focused on finishing my master’s, and dating apps are what I believe hell to be like, but I am sure it will be one day. I have all the time left. And I want her to be the most amazing woman. Kind and caring, but also ambitious and with dreams. She should love kids, love sports, just like me, and yet be autonomous. I dream of sharing a wardrobe and just doing the cute couple stuff together. And one day, I will find her.

Getting onto the Eiffel Tower is not what I expected. Crammed elevators, too many people, and it’s somehow higher than I imagined.

“You wanna get back down?” asks Luisa. She can probably see the whiteness in my face, because I feel horrible being up here. I would rather lie down and die at this point. There is a reason I wanted to get into criminology and become a behavioural analyst, rather than an active agent.

“Louvre sounds quite good at this point,” I tell her sarcastically. I don’t want to go there. I don’t care much about art in general. At least the general art found in a museum. Luisa, however, does. And because I love her and she is my best friend, I said yes, of course, to joining her in visiting the Louvre.

Luisa laughs. She comes from a military family. Her father took her skydiving for the first time when she was twelve, and they did stuff like that for fun at least once a month.

I always wondered if my father was still alive; if that had changed things, because my mother is scared about everything, and after years of studying the psychology of human behaviour with many rounds of self-assessment, I am certain she projected her anxiety onto me.

I am scared of everything. Heights, small rooms, vomiting, too many people, spiders, everything with more than two legs, flies or crawls, in general, horses, dogs, bugs, and the worst of the lot, pigeons. They creep me out, and I run from them, like an idiot.

I also have anxiety about anxiety, and therefore, I am quite proud that I managed to get into three planes so far. I had to, because otherwise I would have become my mother. And while I love her dearly, I do not wish to become her in any way.

Which is why I do all the things she would never. This was also the reason I signed up for martial arts with Luisa, went shooting with her and her father, took acting classes at university, and learned to boulder with her. And now, we travel.

The next two days in Paris were the least romantic ever to happen to me. Long queues everywhere, people who are unwilling to speak English and use French in an entirely different way from the French we learned in school, and I am quite pleased when we are sitting on the plane heading to Rome.

“What do you want to do in Rome?” I ask Luisa to distract me from the plane rattling and swaying slightly. My fingers dig painfully into the armrest. I have to close my eyes, because my anxiety is convinced we are going to crash.

Think of something else, I tell myself in my mind. Rome has been Luisa’s idea. I always dreamed of Paris, Luisa of Rome. She is a sucker for history.

“Well, the Colosseum, of course, then we have to throw some money into the Trevi Fountain, and I also want to see the DaVinci Museum. Anything you want?”

“More museums?”

“Come on, Fifi, it’s Leonardo DaVinci. You surely must find something interesting there.”

“How about you do the museum yourself this time, and I wait for you somewhere in a restaurant where I can eat myself through all the authentic Italian food in the meantime?” I also want to listen to some new episodes of my favourite true-crime podcasts.

Luisa groans and says, “Fine. But don’t go too far, I don’t like the idea of you strolling around on your own with the Italian boys.”

“I don’t think they care much about the British-German lesbian who doesn’t give a fuck about men and knows how to kick their asses,” I say and laugh—Luisa joins me.

The slight turbulence has stopped, and it’s the first time I can relax during the flight and let go of my armrest.

“True,” she says. “Still. They’re different there.”

“I dunno,” I say. “Maybe that’s all word of mouth and prejudice. Maybe you meet some nice Italian guy in the museum and forget about me.”

Luisa sticks out her tongue. She is one of the sadly conflicted souls who would love to be a lesbian, but has unfortunately been cursed with heterosexuality. Otherwise, we might have already been a couple, but she’s into men, and men only. We tried kissing one, but it was very clear that it wasn't it.

“Nah,” she says. “Maybe for a fling, but I’d rather find someone from home. I don’t wanna live anywhere else.”

“Never say never,” I say, but I secretly agree. I wouldn’t want to meet anyone there either. We also made a pact that we would always stick together, and one day, we’ll have our kids growing up together. And that’ll definitely not be somewhere in Italy, where it is way too hot.

While I haven’t been to Rome, I know my parents took me to Sicily a couple of times when I was little to visit a friend of my father’s, and although I have no real recollection because I was too young, I do remember it was very hot. Too hot. And that he got me Lolita that one holiday.

Suddenly, the pilot’s voice rips me from my thoughts. We’re preparing for landing.

When we step out of the plane, and I finally have solid ground underneath, I am as sweaty as it can get, and I add flying to the list of all my fears indefinitely.

“Oh, I can’t wait for it,” says Luisa, beaming as I was when we reached Paris.

I smile, because I am glad we did this trip. Overcoming fears it is.
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ROSALIA
PLAYLIST: MOUNT EVEREST – LABRINTH



“Rosalia,” says Kat when I answer her call.

“What is it, Kiddo?” I ask her. Kat will forever have a special place in my heart. The heart that many believe I do not have. But I do. It is cold and reserved, but existent.

Kat has been the closest I have to my own child after my son was killed; she has been the one I call family. While I never wished to have children, I have been forced to have one at the hands of my father’s will and his business partner’s execution. Bred for political reasons, for expanding the family influence. And the reason why I became the person I am today. Men are disgusting pieces of shit, and they deserve whatever they get.

Kat is like me, which is why she became family—one I’d protect with my life and also hold in the highest regard for all she has done since I took her under my wings fifteen years ago.

“Rome, Fiumicino Airport. A young woman just checked through customs. Her name is Sophie Brooks. Twenty-four years old. Our flags went up because she had a plush sloth with her.”

I feel my body tense immediately.

“You think it’s her?” I ask.

“Could be. I ran it through our system with an ageing estimate of the photo from back then; it’s a 55% match.”

I know Kat and her wife have built an international information network, but I never thought it would be so good that it would pick up a sloth from a photo from more than a decade ago.

“Sounds reasonable enough,” I say. “Send it to the server.”

“Done,” she says. “Do you want me to verify her for you?”

“Don’t trouble yourself, Kiddo. I can set someone on it.”

“You never trouble me,” she says, efficient as usual. “I’m on my way, ETA in seven, I’ll let you know.”

“Kat,” I say. “If it comes to it, take first and ask questions later.”

“I know, Rose,” she says with an audible smirk, because who am I telling that to? She has learned everything from me.

She hangs up, and I am left with the information that we might have finally found her. The girl who took my son. The girl who has the money. While I do not care about the money, I do care about principles. Rules. Honor.

The first principle I live by is loyalty. Blood makes you related, but loyalty is what makes you family. It is the highest value I carry.

The second, family. Family always comes first, whatever it is. Kat is my family, and she lives by that principle every day, as does everyone who is or has become family over the fifty years I have had the privilege of being on this planet.

And the third is honesty. A word is a word, and every betrayal will be punished.

Antonio has violated all three of them. He stole from me, lied to me, and caused harm to my family. His debt has not been discharged by his death. And neither doesn’t his daughter’s. She has taken my everything from me, and I will take her everything.

But before I do, I want to know how Antonio managed to betray me and where the money went, because there might be more people I need to go after. There are only two people who know what he has done: His wife and his daughter.

“We have a lead,” I say and turn to Adria, who is, aside from Kat, my most trusted and closest family. She is part of the inner circle and my protection. Adria kills without question and regrets nothing. As far as I know, she has neither heart nor soul, not after what happened to her. Because Adria is Giuseppe’s daughter. The one he raped countless times and tried to murder on at least seven occasions.

“Yes?” she says.

“Kat is bringing her. Let us have the catacombs ready.”

“Can I have some fun with her?” asks Adria. She likes to play with her food.

“If it’s her, she’s mine. But I have something else for you,” I say, and get up from my armchair to get myself a drink. I pour my favourite whiskey in a glass, and only after I take a sip, I say to Adria, “On the counter.”

Adria, who has been spinning on a chair at the table like a bored child, gets up, jumps onto the counter and sits down there with her feet bumping into the counter. She opens the envelope.

“Who is the motherfucker?” she asks, skimming through the photos.

“The man your father employs to get the kids out and into the States,” I say. “He’s clearing the shipping in the Port of Baltimore.”

“Can I have him?” she asks, her eyes lighting.

“He’s yours,” I say. “I don’t care what you do with him. He’s currently in Monaco with one of his underage girlfriends. The last photo.”

She looks at it, hops off the counter and gets her things.

“Adria,” I say. “Make it slow. He’s done this for years now.”

She cocks an eyebrow. It was an unnecessary reminder, I know. Adria never kills fast, which is why I like her that much.

After Adria leaves, I walk outside onto the balcony of my Palermo villa to smoke a cigarette. I cannot say that I am calm. I feel some sort of anticipation, even excitement, knowing that I will finally get my revenge for Antonio’s betrayal. If it’s her. Fifty-five per cent is not the most promising number.

The sun's heat meets my wide black blouse. I always wear black; it is the colour that makes me feel alive. I am a creature of the night, a lover of the hours of the dark when the world is asleep.

I watch the street outside as I light the cigarette. I blow the smoke out of my mouth as I lean onto the railing of the small balcony, one of the many the villa has.

I enjoy being in the centre of Palermo, while I also enjoy the freedom of my residence in the countryside.

Today, I will stay here. Because the villa here has some very special perks, aside from its one-of-a-kind courtyard with palms and handmade tiles from a Sicilian artist, the historic brickstone piers, and the minutely carved sandstone arches. The best of it is the underground catacombs. The ones I use to torture those with debts and misdeeds. I take what they took, with interest.

They usually scream and beg, but a debt does not vanish from spoken words. It vanishes from payment—and I collect that payment.

Although we are in the middle of Palermo, no one will ever hear their screams, I made sure of that.

I kill the cigarette and push myself off the railing. It did not help. A certain degree of restlessness spreads through me—something I am not used to.

I decide to take a walk through the lonely alleyways.

I can walk the streets without fright. Those who know me do not dare touch me. And those who fear me do not know what I look like.

My heels resound on the mix of pavement and cobblestones. I am used to walking the rough ground, literally and figuratively.

A ball runs past my feet.

I stop it with my foot, pick it up and throw it back through an arch into a courtyard. The children nod a thanks. I nod back. I am known here. Not by name, however. I am the woman in black, the one no one knows about, and it scares them. I am silent and distant; the only time we meet is at church. Otherwise, I am a nobody, whilst I am everybody.

I was born here, daughter of the most feared man in the entire country and beyond. My father killed, trafficked and dealt in everything underground. He controlled the ports and major shipping routes and had businesses worldwide.

When I was a girl, he always taught me my job was to do nothing, appear pleasant, and be nice. I learned to do what the men requested. His friends. Powerful friends.

When they used me, I planned. I watched in silence, learned in solitude, and organised in the shadows.

And then, I killed them all.

My father begged me, offering me his empire—something that would never have worked. A woman as the head of a powerful organisation, such as my father’s, would never have been allowed or accepted. So I became a shadow. And I came for them in the darkness.

First in Sicily. Then in Europe. And later in the Americas.

Now, I own families, organisations, people, routes, and assets.

I own them.

I rule them.

I use them, so no man will ever go unpunished.
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SOPHIE
PLAYLIST: DOWN ON YOUR KNEES – FLORA CASH



“Go,” I say. “Seriously, I will survive. I’m right there around the corner, eating the entire menu where they have the street food.”

“I don’t have a good feeling,” says Luisa. “Don’t you really wanna join? I can make it brief.”

“You never have a good feeling about anything. What shall happen? Nothing bad ever happens.”

“It does to me,” she says and is not entirely wrong. When something happens, it’s always Luisa. She’s the one who got beaten up once by a group of men. Who got run over by a car and nearly died. Who had this aggressive man stalk her—overall, she seems to attract everything that could possibly go wrong.

“You need to see life more positively, Lu. It’s like a self-fulfilling prophecy. If you expect bad, bad will happen. Do it like me, I am certain everything will be fine, so things will be fine. Seriously, I am just around the corner.”

“Meh,” says Luisa. “I am rather prepared. But fine. I’ll be back in an hour, don’t go anywhere.”

I laugh. I wouldn’t go anywhere without her, even if I wanted to. I have the orientation of a rotten tomato, even with maps on the phone. I watch Luisa walk towards the museum, and I turn to head to the street-food restaurant I looked up for some authentic Italian food. I had no breakfast because I wanted to eat it all: Pizza. Pasta. And dessert—Dolci. What a beautiful name for the treats.

I walk in the direction of the restaurant.

“The other way,” Luisa says, and groans.

I look at the maps on my phone.

“Oops,” I say, and I know Luisa rolls her eyes.

“I have it now!” I call back to her before I walk around the corner into the small cobblestone alley leading to the restaurant. I enjoy the tiny alleyways here in Rome, and I am utterly amazed at how people drive through them.

A pigeon flies past my head with its distinctive pigeon-like flapping, and I twitch, jump out of the way as panic spreads through me. I hate these birds. They’re called rats of the air in Germany, and I find that very fitting.

What I didn’t see was the woman walking behind me, whom I jumped into.

“Oh shit,” I say, jumping back. “Sorry—Scusa!” I add. I know a bit of Italian, but I can only pull off the basic words. I learned French and Spanish—and Italian is, in many cases, understandable to me—but speaking it is an entirely different matter.

“No worries,” says the woman, in perfect English. I am flabbergasted by her appearance. She is tall, with intense dark eyes and a wonderful smile, yet she has a distance in her. Her eyes stare at me, but I am distracted by her body. Someone that hot should be forbidden. Every woman would swap her for it, and I flush.

“I was scared of the pigeon—“ I start rambling. “Hate them, they give me anxiety. Anyway, I didn’t see you. I’m so sorry. I hope I didn’t hurt you.”

Damnit, shut your mouth, I curse myself.

“As I said, no worries,” she says, her head slightly tilted. “Are you visiting?” she asks.

“Yes, we’re here for a few days,” I say, “My friend and I are taking a gap year, she’s at a museum, and I am about to grab some food—” For heaven’s sake, stop talking.

“Where are you from?” she asks.

Does she want to know where I am originally from or where I live? I ask myself. I hate small talk because those questions have no easy answer, and I don’t know what people want to hear. Hate hate hate it.

“Germany,” I say nervously.

“You don’t sound German,” she says, and I flush.

“Well, yes. Because kind of. My father is, well, was British; he’s dead, and my mother is half-German, and we lived there. But my German isn’t very good, even though I was born there. Worst language to learn in the world. We moved to England after my father’s death, my mother, she—“ I tell her all the stupid, irrelevant things because she is so hot, she makes me nervous. “Anyway, sorry, you might not want to hear all that, I’m rambling,” I say, dying internally. I always talk too much.

“No, no,” she says. “It’s quite illuminating,” she adds, and before I can do anything else, she grabs my hand and something pinches me.

What the hell?

I look at it in horror, look at her, but my eyes unfocus, and everything goes pitch black.

[image: ]


When I become conscious again, I first hear voices, and then realise the pain in my shoulders and wrists.

My eyes fly open as I remember what happened. That woman. She⁠—

My eyes dart up and around, but I cannot see a single thing. I am in complete darkness. I can only feel. I am fixed with what sounds like chains, somewhere above me. Panic surges through me immediately.

The room or whatever it is where I am, the entire world, the space around me zooms in on me and my heart races. My limbs get cold while sweat pearls run down my temples.

I can’t move.

I can’t breathe.

I can’t⁠—

My breath flattens.

Not enough air.

I hear screaming, and I am scared to the bone until I realise it is my own voice resounding painfully from the walls of the room I am in into my ears.

I scream more.

I am screaming out in fear.

In helplessness.

Someone must hear.

But nothing happens.

I am just hanging there, the chains digging into my wrists like knives.

Pain.

Somehow, focusing on the pain helps me control my fear.

Focus on the pain.

More pain in my shoulders.

Maybe if I stretch myself⁠—

My toes can reach the ground, but it hurts so much.

Everything hurts.

This must be a nightmare.

It must.

A shudder runs through my body as the panic attack flattens.

Suddenly, I am so cold.

I can’t string two thoughts together.

Maybe I am still asleep.

Yes, this is a nightmare.

And when I close my eyes, I’ll wake up soon, next to Luisa in our hostel bed.

Luisa.

Who had a feeling.
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A loud shot-like sound rips me awake.

Smack.

My arse burns in pain.

This can’t be real.

Smack.

I scream.

“Good, you’re awake,” says a female voice. It takes me a second to collect my thoughts and realise that I am still in the pitch-black coldness. It is not the woman who took me. This woman has a local accent.

“You little bitch,” she says. “You took my blood from me, and I will take yours.”

What? My brain is not working.

“But do tell, where’s the money?” she asks.

Money. What money?

I don’t know what to do.

They abducted me because of money? Because I took something? What?

Smack.

I scream again as I get my arse hit with some sort of hard surface.

“I asked a question,” says the woman.

“I don’t know anything about any money!” I scream.

“You know exactly what money,” she says darkly. She is so close now that I can scent her perfume. It’s a rich one, consuming me with her presence.

“I don’t know about any money,” I say desperately in a pleading tone. “I am a broke student, I don’t have any money.”

She steps around me and pulls my head back by the hair. It cracks slightly in my neck because it is stiff. I can’t even feel my hands at this point.

“Liar,” she says. “We can do this the easy way, or I can peel the skin of your body inch by inch until you tell me the truth.”

Tears flood my eyes.

“I don’t know about any money! Please, you have to believe me!”

“Well,” she says, and pushes my head back to the front. “I don’t.”

Heels walk away from me, and then a door falls into its hinges. A heavy door. Probably steel.

And I am left in the darkness. With fear, horror, and the dire need to pee.

My mouth is dry and tastes horrible, and I can scent my own sweat.

I try to hold the pee, I really do. But at some point, I can’t.

The warm fluid runs down my legs, making me realise how cold I am. Disgust spreads through me as the scent trails up my nose.

Voices in my head battle themselves for screaming thoughts at me. Asking me how I could be so stupid. Telling me that I should have stayed home. Convincing me that I am going to die here. Because of money I do not have.

Why would they think I have money?

“I don’t know about any money!” I scream into the void. “We never had much since my father died and my mother fell sick!”

But no one answers.

I feel so weak.

Dizzy.

I have no idea how long I have been here.

My body is exhausted.

My mind shuts off.

I have read in one of the lecture books that traumatic experiences cause parts of the mind to separate itself. I can’t feel myself. I feel nothing right now. I am a shell, nothing else.
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“Wake up,” says another female voice. It’s the woman I met on the streets while I wanted to grab some food, waiting for Luisa.

Luisa.

“What the hell do you want with me?” I say with a croaky voice. My throat feels like sandpaper.

My body feels weak, and one sentence is already exhausting me.

“You know what we want,” she says. “The money.”

“I don’t have any money, please! Why do you even think I have it?”

“Because your father took it, and hid you with it, just after you killed.”

My body is so exhausted, it takes me a moment to process. My father. Hid me with it.

Killed.

“I didn’t kill anyone!” I scream.

“Oh, but you did. And we have proof.”

I laugh. A displaced one, slightly maniacal, coming over my lips without my control, because the thought is so absurd that my mind snaps.

“My father was an architect,” I get out between laughs. “He didn’t hide me. No one hid. I would remember if I killed anyone, wouldn’t I?”

“So you’re trying to convince me that your father wasn’t Antonio Amato?”

“Who?” I ask. “I have never heard that name before!”

“I think you’re lying.”

I am at a loss as to what to do. “Please, take my phone, call my mother, my friends, my mother’s brother, do whatever you need to do. But I don’t know a man by that name!”

“What was your father’s name?”

“Ian,” I say. “Ian Onto. Look him up, he was a renowned architect. Can you please, please let me down?”

Sickness spreads through me as my head becomes lightheaded.

“I can’t—I’m—“ Consciousness fades from me.

“Kat,” says another voice far away. It was the woman from before. I didn’t even recognise that she was there. Or maybe I am imagining it⁠—

“Swab her, we can match the DNA.”

DNA, I repeat in my mind. Where the hell did I end up?
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Iglance at the screen as Kat pulls up the DNA matching results.

99,9%, I read in my mind.

“She is a liar,” I say.

“Or she really doesn’t know.”

“She was twelve; she must know something. You cannot just forget the past,” I say, my voice trailing off. “Let’s see how she reacts.”

“Some people don’t know because of trauma,” Kat says. “She might not know what she has done, especially if, you know, they did something to her, too.”

I stare at Kat for a moment, with a heavy chest. Because somehow, this one sentence made my son’s killer a person to me. A person who might have gone through what I had to. An uncomfortable sensation rushes through my chest. Kat made the inhumane thing humane to me. But I cannot overlook what the girl has done. She killed. She killed my blood. And I have to kill her.

“It doesn’t change what she has done,” I say coldly, pushing away any kind of feeling I just had and walk down the stairs leading to the catacombs. Kat follows me in silence. I know Kat is righteous in her acts; she does not act until she knows for sure. I am different. I trust my gut, and my gut says the girl knows what she did and has to pay.

We put on the night vision goggles. I have found that the deprivation of the senses, such as vision and the sense of time and space, makes people crack far more easily. Adding humiliation and starving—the perfect mix to make someone talk.

We enter the catacombs and the cell to the right, and she hangs lifeless in the chains. I slap her awake.

“You lied to us,” I say.

She is weak, I don’t care.

“I didn’t—“ she says faintly.

“Yes, you did,” I say. “We matched the DNA we have of Antonio with yours, and he indeed was your father. And your father was therefore the man who stole from me, who betrayed me, who caused many deaths with his lies—just like you are lying. Lying that you don’t remember, lying that you didn’t do the horrible act of taking my child’s life.”

“I’m not lying,” she pleads with me. But I am not one to plead with. Words do not touch me. Words are mostly empty. What matters are actions.

“My father was Ian Onto; I never knew an Antonio—we were in Berlin, and then we moved to England after his death because my mother had friends and family there—I never killed anyone.“

“So you are telling me you have never been to Sicily? That your father wasn’t the bastard who raped children, stole money, and betrayed me? You tell me he wasn’t a monster?”

“He wasn’t!” she shouts “And I—I didn’t s-say—I have been to Sicily as a child. M-My father had some friends there, one of them invited us for a stay—It was so—long—ago,” she says with a voice trailing off from weakness. She seems to have become unconscious again.

I slap her face, and her head shoots back up.

“Stay with me,” I say.

“I—“ she says, but her head sways and falls down again.

“It’s the third day,” says Kat. “She won’t make it any longer.”

I know what Kat is implying. I have waited so long that another day doesn’t matter. "I give you 24 hours,” I say, knowing how skilled Kat is at breaking others. I leave her and the foul smell in that cell behind and tear off the googles.

I’ll watch over the surveillance system.

I pour a drink, take the tablet, and sit on the couch. As I watch Kat offer her water and free her from the hook, the girl falls heavily to the ground. I already know I will end her life, so it is satisfying to watch.

“Don’t move,” says Kat. “I’ll release your arms; it’ll hurt, you will not move.”

The girl nods. She screams when Kat removes the chains. Being chained up a time like that has long-lasting effects, painful and intended ones.

“I am going to play nice, as long as you tell me what you know,” says Kat. It’s the old good cop, bad cop technique. Only we’re not cops but killers.

“I don’t feel well,” says the girl. “I think I⁠—“

She vomits.

Pathetic.

“Here, drink,” Kat says, handing her the water bottle. She hesitates, hands trembling, and Kat forces her to drink. Risky move—I would never get so close to an unrestrained prisoner, but Kat thrives on the thrill, seeking danger and physical confrontation. Yet nothing happens. It almost feels sad—I wish she would try something; I would end her immediately.

“Eat this,” says Kat and holds one of these disgusting protein bars she loves to the girl’s mouth. I had the hope she might have stopped her obsession with them after being with her wife, Lilian, but I might have overestimated her influence.

“Now,” says Kat. “We have your little friend, you were travelling with, Luisa is her name. If you lie, try to escape or do anything I don’t like, I will kill her, understood?”

“No, not Luisa!” shouts the girl.

I have always admired Kat, and I do so right now. Because we did not take Luisa. Luisa is an innocent bystander, and we do not take innocent bystanders.

“Who were the friends in Sicily?” Kat asks.

“I—I can’t remember. I was six, I think, the only thing I do remember is that my father gave me Lolita that birthday,” says the girl in a weak voice.

“Who is Lolita?”

“A little stuffed animal, a sloth, we flew to Sicily, and he bought it for me because he had been so busy. There is this photo, my father kept it all these years, and it’s the only one I have from my childhood. I think it was a job he did; he showed us the house, I think. He was proud of his work. Or I was proud of him? I don’t know. I think it was because my dad was so important.”

“Are there any other photos or videos?”

“There might, I don’t know. I have none; my past is so blurry. My mother might have some, but you won’t get anything out of her; she had a viral brain infection and only remembers the immediate past.”

“How convenient,” says Kat, voicing my thought. I am certain the mother faked it to vanish.

“I’m sorry,” says the girl, and bursts into tears. Quite a show, but she learned from the best. The man who betrayed me for years—living a double life, feeding Giuseppe information and laundering money, taking power from me —he was a liar and an actor, too. One of the best.

“Do you have any idea where your father could’ve hidden money?” asks Kat.

“He left us with debt,” says the girl. “My mom almost broke from it, that’s why we went to England and lived with friends there in the beginning. My memory is so blurred from my past; I was only twelve when he died—I tried not to think about it.”

“What friends?”

“My mother’s brother, John, and his wife. They live in Cornwall.”

“John—?”

“John Brooks and his wife Ellen, he’s in my contacts in my phone, please take it, use it, whatever. I have nothing to hide.”

“I am going to leave you here, do not try anything,” says Kat and walks out of the room. I watch the corridor feed. She does not lock the door.

A dangerous smirk of admiration for Kat’s cunningness curves my lips. She is testing her. If she saves herself and leaves Luisa behind, we can be sure she is guilty of something.

“Rose,” says Kat as she comes up and slowly walks up to me with her phone in her hand. “That John and Ellen, they do not exist. Zeus can’t find anything on them.”

“You think Antonio and the wife lived a double life,” I say.

“Likely. Maybe staged. Let’s see how she acts, I let the door⁠—“

“Unlocked, I saw. In for a bet?”

“A hundred she won’t go for it,” says Kat. “She’s too scared.”

“Well, I am sure she’ll leave without checking for Luisa and will try to save her ass.”

“Alright,” says Kat. “I am going through her phone to find that John and Ellen.”

“I want them dead, too. Anyone, real or fake family, will be dead.”

Kat pulls up her equipment and dives into her digital world while I watch the catacombs cams.

“How’re things with your girl?” I ask.

“Wonderful,” she says. “She threatens to kill me at least twice a day. Let me know if I should introduce you.”

“You know the drill,” I say.

“I know. But some things may change. Look at me,” she says and looks up from her computer.

“I’m not you,” I say. “I cannot have anyone outside knowing.”

“Lilian belongs to me,” says Kat. “She’s not an outsider. She might know someone you could like?”

“I will never settle down for anyone or anything, nor do I socialise,” I say harshly.

“Never say never,” she says with her playful attitude.

“I can understand your girl’s desire to murder you several times a day,” I say dryly, and Kat laughs.

At that moment, the girl in the cell moves.

“Action,” I say, and walk over to Kat, showing her the surveillance footage.

The girl crawls over the ground and explores the cell with her fingers. She finds the door. Opens it. She crawls further. I’m ready to win and hold out my hand to get the hundred bucks, but Kat only nods towards the tablet.

“Luisa,” whispers the girl. Damn, I thought she would leave and run for the hills.

“Luisa, are you there?” she asks, a bit louder. Searching for another door.

She finds the door leading upstairs.

Opens it.

Bright light enters the corridor, and the camera clicks as it switches from night vision to normal mode. The girl hides her eyes in her arms and slams the door shut.

She really does not try to escape. Instead, she crawls back to the room we kept her in, leans against a wall, legs drawn up and cries.

“I don’t think she knows,” says Kat, and it pinches my chest. All the anticipation, the hope of finally getting my revenge, flushes from my body, and is replaced by frustration.

“Or it is a very good show,” I say.

“I have an idea,” says Kat. “She was utterly scared of pigeons. Let us try the fear approach.”

“Pigeons,” I say with a drawn-up eyebrow. “Who is scared of pigeons?”

“More people than you might believe,” Kat says. “Can you get some?”

“Sure,” I say and make a call to an associate.

They are delivered half an hour later, four pigeons in a cage. It is probably the most peculiar order I have ever made, and my associate looks questioningly at me, but she knows not to ask any questions.

Kat takes the cage and gets back to the catacombs. I watch the surveillance footage.

The cell door creaks open, and the girl flinches.

“So,” says Kat. “This is your last chance to tell me the truth. I have four pigeons here with me. I will leave them here with you without the cage if you don’t tell me what I want to know.”

Kat rattles at the cage, and pigeons flutter wildly in it.

The girl reacts with total panic. She screams. Her breathing is erratic as she crawls backwards as far away as she can get. I laugh. What a pathetic thing she is.

“Nothing?” asks Kat in her playful arrogance. But that girl can’t speak, because she has a full-on panic attack.

“Well, I’m releasing them,” says Kat and opens the cage.

The pigeons flap their wings in just as much panic as the girl, and she throws herself to the ground, hands above her head and screams. She screams and screams and screams.

And I add pigeons to my list of future torture techniques.

Kat leaves and comes back up.

“I’m letting her sit with it,” she says.

“I do believe it is working quite well,” I say, showing her the footage.

The screaming has stopped, and she lies paralysed on the floor. Moments like these are what break a person. Fear and sleep deprivation are the most powerful tools for getting information because they open people up to further questioning.

“Good,” says Kat, takes an apple from the fruit bowl on the kitchen counter and sits on the counter.

I press the microphone button on the tablet when Kat bites into her apple.

“Are you ready to talk now?” I ask.

“I don’t know anything,” whimpers the girl before she adds in a darker tone. “I hope you die a slow and painful death where the universe will make you pay for being such a horrible human being.”

My mouth curves.

The fear approach did not work, but I have to acknowledge, she has some fire.

“There is one other way to find out I’d like to try,” says Kat, pushing herself off the counter. “It will also reveal if she has empathy or is a cold-blooded liar.”

“I’m listening,” I say, slightly annoyed.

“We use her friend, Luisa. I could create a deep fake from a few video sequences from her socials and make it look like a surveillance video of her being tortured. We could use something intense, a threat of murder or rape, and see what Sophie does when she sees it.”

My eyes narrow.

“Or we could just grab that Luisa and have Adria have some fun with her⁠—“

“Rose, she is an innocent bystander,” Kat says with a harsh undertone. “I am all in for getting you your revenge, but not the innocent ones.”

My girl has grown into a wonderful woman I am very proud of, and I cannot disagree with her.

“Do it, but do it quickly,” I tell her. She understands I am in a mood, yet she also knows her capabilities.

Kat nods and gets to work.

I walk up and down over the tiles. I am restless. I desire clarification. I desire revenge. Equalising. Now.

“If you don’t stop pacing or put off your heels, I am going to murder you,” says Kat at some point, eying me angrily.

I pour myself another whiskey and kick my heels off my feet.

“Thank you,” she says. “I’m almost done, it’s a bit more complicated than I expected, because that Luisa has not a single full face photo on her profile.”

Half an hour later, she shows me a to me very convincing video of the girl’s friend being threatened, hit, shot in the leg, undressed, touched, and a man jerking off his disgusting penis.

I have seen the video before, only with a different woman.

“You replaced it with her,” I say. “It’s from what you took from that drive from the Moretti’s in 2018.”

“It is,” she says. “I had to recreate half of her face with AI because I couldn’t get a real shot, but I blurred it like a surveillance feed—it’ll suffice with what I got from her phone.”

“What did you find there?” I ask.

“Nothing of relevance to us. But she mustn’t know that,” says Kat as she gets up, taking her laptop with her.

She freezes halfway to the downstairs door and spins around.

“What is it?” I ask.

“Ian Onto is Antonio,” says Kat. “It’s an anagram.”

I look at her as my mind switches the letters.

Why have I never seen it before?
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“Iadvise you to choose your words very carefully,” says the woman who took me suddenly. I didn’t even hear her come in. Was her name Kat?

My mind is so mushy.

I feel dead inside.

Numb.

I still hear the pigeons flapping and cooing, but I am too numb to feel anything.

“Because what I found on your phone does not help your case,” she says.

My stomach plummets.

What did she find?

I'm scared, but I also don’t care.

I feel like someone took my soul.

I am exhausted.

Endless exhaustion.

Maybe I should just die here, like a pathetic idiot. Luisa always told me that being bright and shiny would get back to me at some point. Maybe that’s the punishment for infecting everyone with my toxic positivity.

I just lie on the hard ground. In this stinky hole that I might never leave.

“This is your last chance to give me the truth,” she says, squatting in front of me and showing me a laptop screen. The light burns my eyes because I am so used to the darkness by now.

“Your little friend won’t live any longer,” she says. And horror strikes me as I watch what they are doing to Luisa. I push myself off the ground. I hear her horrific screams resounding through the silence of the room I am in. I watch her being shot. In the leg. She screams. And so do I.

“Nooooo!” I scream. “Please—I don’t know anything!”

Tears flood my eyes as the man on the pulls Luisa up by the hair, gags her, rips her clothes off, fixes her and pulls out his penis.

I can’t let that happen.

“What do you want me to do?” I shout. “I’ll do whatever, but please stop it!!!”

Luisa’s muted screams rip me apart.

“You’ll do whatever, hm?” the woman asks.

“Yes, whatever, but please let Luisa go—she’s my best friend—she deserves better! She has already gone through so much, please!! I’ll do whatever you want!!! Take me instead!“

“You really don’t know anything, don’t you?” asks the woman in such a playful tone that I am genuinely scared of her. And I call myself crazy for it, but my background makes me ask myself what must have happened to her to be able to be so cold and abusive.

She probably went through hell. And I, the idiot, have somehow compassion with the woman who kidnapped and tortured me.

“I don’t,” I say desperately. “But if that man you’re looking for really was my father, I’ll help you find whatever I can on him, I'll give you whatever I can find in my mother’s stuff, but please, please let Luisa go.”

I can barely see the woman’s face in the low light from the laptop. She has her eyes narrowed in an unreadable expression.

“Come with me,” she says, grabs me and pulls me up. I feel as wobbly as it can get, and hold myself to the cold stone I have been leaning on.

“Walk before I change my mind,” she says harshly.

“Let Luisa go,” I say, not walking.

The woman stops.

“Walk now, or she won’t,” she says, annoyed.

So I walk.

“Please,” I breathe out and stop. Walking is so exhausting.

The woman sighs.

“We never had her. Deep fake,” she says.

I close my eyes. Her words take a moment to set in.

“You’re fucking kidding,” I finally say in total disbelief as I open my eyes again. Everything else forgotten.

“I don’t make jokes,” she says coldly. “Now walk, or I’ll really get Luisa.”

She’s mad, I tell myself, and I am pretty sure I was abducted by a psychopath. I recite what I learned about psychopaths in my studies, and decide I'd better walk. For the time being.

So, I walk, one step at a time, following the light of the laptop in her hand.

She opens the door I found before.

“Urgh,” I gasp out, hiding my face in my hands because the light is too bright. I instantly get a headache.

I follow her up the stairs with what must be more than thirty steps, halfway on all fours, and when I reach the top, I can’t see properly with a dizzy head and collapse on the last step, panting.

I sit on the rough natural stone tiles, heart pumping, with an unfocused vision and a throbbing head.

It’s only then that I realise how disgusting I smell. I peed myself. This is a nightmare.

My head falls to the side, and I try to focus with squinted eyes. I see natural stone piers, and a woman standing next to one, dressed in an all-black skirt with a wide-fit black blouse. She seems to be older, but as she has her back to me, I can’t quite tell. Her hands look aged. She is discussing something with the woman who brought me up and leans casually against the piers. It was Kat, or wasn’t it? I try to remember.

They’re arguing angrily, gesturing widely with words I can’t catch. Is it even English?

Suddenly they other woman turns and walks over to where I sit, leaning against the wall. The first thing I notice is that she is wearing no shoes. My eyes wander up her skinny legs, over her perfectly manicured hands that show every bone, up to her neck with a golden cross necklace around it. Being Christian and doing this, pah, I secretly think. The hypocrisy is mind-blowing.

My eyes wander further to her face.

She has a slim face showing lines around her eyes and mouth, and I assume she must be something in her late forties, maybe fifty. Her eyes are dark brown, her skin olive, and she has long, dark brown, almost black hair tied in a low bun.

She stares down at me like I’m a very annoying inconvenience. She squats down and grabs my jaw.

“I am warning you only this once,” she says. “You better deliver me something, or I will put a bullet in your head before you can say please,” she says threateningly. Her fingernails dig painfully into my skin. “Your father has betrayed me once, and I am no fool trusting twice,” she says, her voice getting even darker as her fingers squeeze my jaw painfully. “You are a murderer, and only breathing right now because you will be useful to get me what I want, nothing more. You are a piece of shit I will happily crush with my shoe.”

I swallow hard and nod. She stares at me so intensely, as if she could see the expected lies in my eyes. My eyes wander to the ground because I don’t want her to see the hate I feel for her right now, but I can’t keep my upper lip from slightly pursing up.

“Get yourself cleaned up,” she says with a disgusted sneer, and lets go of me like I am filth. “You smell like piss, sudicio.”

I don’t need to know the word to understand it.

“Come,” says the woman named Kat, holding out her hand. I hesitate. “I’m not doing anything. We’ll just get you cleaned up and fed.”

I scoff slightly because I find the change of dynamics quite irritating, and it leaves me wondering if this is all a game they play with me. I am also not quite processing what has happened.

Kat leads me upstairs to a room, where she shows me a bathroom with a shower and, to my relief, a toilet. The room is painted entirely black. It has a king-size wooden bed with a black velvet headboard, black sheets, a black nightstand, a black armchair in the corner and tulle-like, black curtains framing several windows.

Apparently, I am in Dracula land.

Kat locks the door when she leaves, and it reminds me that I am still a prisoner. In a house, wherever. I check the windows and can see a street, but they’re all locked. I mean, I could smash them and jump onto the streets? But then, I am so exhausted. Everything feels like too much.

So I use the bathroom, then shower. Judging from the bathroom and what I saw downstairs alone, this house must cost a fortune.

In the all-black bathroom, I find a walk-in shower that takes me a moment to figure out how to turn on. But when the hot water meets my skin, I moan because it feels wonderful—like I am washing away the nightmare of what has happened. Not that I would ever forget.

But I am in the denial stage right now. I know the aftermath will come around; if I am still alive then. A displaced laugh escapes my mouth from the absurdity of everything.

When I am done scrubbing off the filth, and my skin is flaming red from the hot water, I turn it off and wrap myself in a towel. I wipe the steamed mirror and look at myself in it. Dark eye-rims, bloodshot eyes, slightly fallen in, probably from dehydration. It’s the first time I realise myself as a being again.

A being with needs. I am so thirsty I could drink an entire ocean, so I open the tap and drink. I feel and see my wrists, and they look like both of them were broken. They’re obviously not because I can still move them, but they’re heavily bruised and hurt like crap. My fingers tingle slightly, probably from being tied up the entire time.

I wonder how long they kept me down there. I have no clue what day we have and no sense of time.

When I open the bathroom door, clothes lie on the bed, and a plate of food sits on it.

Without hesitation or questioning, I take the plate with bread, fruit, vegetables, and meat and eat all of it as fast as possible. I don’t even taste it properly. It’s more like shovelling it in, and I begin to feel like a human being again after I eat the last crumb of it.

Only then do I check out the clothes. I pick up something with a floral print and hold it up. A white square-neckline dress, with narrow straps, a red Tudor rose print, a tailored fit and a flared skirt.

“Seriously?” I say. “What is wrong with you people? Dressing me like a doll? What is the point of it?”

There’s also a thong from a soft material I have never felt before, a bra that looks as if it might fit me, and shoes. Well, more like heeled cork sandals. With red straps. Leathery red straps that are unbelievably soft, with a buckle closure.

I also find a bag with necessities to freshen my appearance.

I let myself fall on the bed, still in my towel, with wet hair. I don’t care.

How the hell did this happen?

And what happens if I can’t find anything about my father?

Or worse, if he really is a gangster who stole money?

And then they said I murdered someone.

I know I didn’t. The mere thought of it makes me shudder.

I need to get rid of these thoughts.

I stare at the black ceiling.

“Why aren’t you dressed?” cuts a voice through my mind. I didn’t even hear her entering, and I sit up. Way too fast. Little lightnings dance in front of my eyes.

It’s the older woman. I don’t even know her name. Or do I? I try to recall what happened in the downstairs room and in the basement, but I can’t. What happens is that a shudder runs over my back, and my head twitches as I try to remove the sensation.

“I didn’t know I was required—“ I say.

“I told you to get cleaned up,” she says harshly. “Not to lie around.”

“I am sorry that I am exhausted from being tortured by you,” I snap at her. I am usually more polite, but that woman doesn’t deserve polite.

She looks at me like she wants to strangle me.

“Get dressed,” she says and leaves, the door slamming into its hinges. I flinch as the memory of a burning sensation on my bum resurfaces.

What a nice person, I think to myself sardonically. She looks like death, acts like the villain, and has the charm of a flatbread.

Wonderful, really bloody wonderful.

I grab the bag and get myself ready in the bathroom. I dry and brush my hair. My hair is naturally as flat as it can get, and even if I curl it or put products in it, it’ll be flat within half an hour.

I slip on the underwear, followed by the dress. Everything actually fits me, and it makes me wonder how they got the fitting clothes so fast.

Behind the door is a long mirror. I step in front of it, and when I see the image in the mirror, I don’t recognise myself. I look like a puppet. I am not entirely averse to the colourful dress and the slightly playful side; I am all in for it, if not for the bitter taste that I am actually a puppet. A puppet, a prisoner. With the marks still lingering on me, like the blueish-red wrists that will stay as a reminder of what happened.

A memory of the pigeons flashes through my body like electricity, and I roll my shoulder back and shudder.

I put on the shoes to distract myself.

Then, I open the door. No one is there.

“Hello?” I ask. “I’m dressed! What do you want me to do?”

No answer. I lurk around the corner, down the stairs, but I neither hear nor see anything.

“Well, I’ll just sit here and wait then,” I say out loud and sit down on the upper stairs, not knowing what to do.

While I sit there, I take in what I can see of the house and the staircase. Everything in this house seems to be black. It’s shouting money, yes, but also the angel of death.

Suddenly, there is a commotion downstairs.

A female shouts something in a language I don’t understand, and another voice shouts something in English that sounds like “Calm down, or I will murder you!”

I slide down a couple of steps and crane my neck to get a better look at what is happening downstairs.

There is Kat, and a woman I haven’t seen before, at each other’s throats.

“You don’t get to order me around here,” says the woman I don’t know threateningly. She has flat but thick blonde hair and wears a tight dress and heels. She looks very muscular and trained from behind.

“I do if you interfere with my plans, and you will not fucking touch her, do you understand, Adria?”

“It was her fucking father!” shouts the woman called Adria, “I am going to murder her like I will my father, pigghia focu!”

The older woman interferes.

“Adria,” she says, and speaks to her in a language I don’t understand. Adria scoffs, lets go of Kat, pushes her back like a bully and turns.

Her eyes fall on me.

Disgust radiates over me as she glances at me with a pursed upper lip, as if I were poop stuck on her shoe.

“So that’s the puttana,” she says and spits towards me. I don’t need to know the language to know she is insulting me. If looks could kill, I would’ve dropped dead immediately.

In any other situation, I would have said something, but here? I’d better keep my mouth shut. Adria leaves and slams the door shut, a sound that cuts painfully through my ears.

Kat and the older woman both look at me. I don’t know what to do.

“I am dressed. You didn’t tell me what to do,” I say.

The older woman turns to Kat. “She’s not only slow, but apparently cannot think on her own at all. Your problem.”

I don’t know what makes me do it, but I will not let myself be labelled brainless and stupid.

“What the fuck is wrong with you people?” I ask as I get down the stairs. I am generally a nice person, but I am infamous for my attitude. “You fucking kidnap me because of shit I don’t know anything about, throw me in a fucking dungeon, torture me, starve me, pretend to torture my best friend to make me do things, lock me in that room, shout at me for doing nothing, dress me like a puppet, and when I do nothing, it’s wrong either?”

I am full-on shouting at this point, wildly gesturing with my hands. I turn in anger and see a man bleeding out on the floor, some of his skin missing. It is something I always dreamed of seeing as a profiler, and as a sucker for true crime and horror movies, I am not even taken aback. This is all a nightmare anyway.

“Seriously!” I shout and round on them. “What is wrong with you people?!”

They both look at me, a grin appearing on Kat’s mouth.

“See,” says Kat. “Told you she has the fire.”

I roll my eyes.

“What the hell do you want from me?” I ask, still shouting.

The older woman, whose name I still don’t know, stares at me with narrow eyes before she walks over to a folder on a desk and pulls a photo from it.

“This is you, is it not?” she asks, holding up a photo of me as a girl, at least it looks like me. I don’t trust these people an inch after what they pulled with the fake video of Luisa.

I must be around ten or eleven in that picture. I am holding a gun standing above and a dead man on the ground, a young man.

I stare at the picture, and while it is me, it’s not me. I have no recollection of it. Or it is fake. To make me do things.

“It looks like me,” I say. “But after you deep-faked that thing with Luisa, who am I to trust you?” I ask rhetorically.

The woman scoffs derogatorily, and I watch her other hand closing into a fist. She is emotionally loaded. It must have been someone important to her.

“Rose,” says Kat warningly, she must have seen it too.

“And this here,” says the woman named Rose, “This is you, too.”

She holds up a second picture. The only one I have, the one with Lolita. It was the holiday my father gave her to me.

“It is,” I say.

“This is also Giuseppe’s Masseria here in Sicily—“ says that Rose.

“We are in Sicily?” I ask, horrified. “How did I get here?”

“I got you here,” says Kat.

“Not relevant,” says Rose harshly.

“It is the place where he resides. A fortress no one sets foot in. But you will.”

“I will?” I repeat, because I must have misheard.

“Yes, you will. You will gain Giuseppe’s trust because you are Antonio’s daughter. You will be his little puppet.”

So that’s why they dressed me like a little puppet. The plaything for the puppeteer.

“I am Ian’s daughter,” I say. It’s the only thing I can say at this point.

“Who lived a double life. Or you are a liar,” says Rose. “You will infiltrate Giuseppe’s organisation.”

“His organisation,” I repeat.

“Are you brain-dead or just stupid?” asks Rose in an arrogant tone of annoyance. “Or why do you need to repeat everything?”

And I snap.

“Excuse me for not being able to follow your wild train of thoughts that assume I will infiltrate some Sicilian guy’s organisation after you took me against my will!”

“You will,” she says. “You will tell him Rosalia Vittare is after you, and you need protection for what your father did for him,” she says, unimpressed by my shouting and tone.

“I am not going to lie to a bloody mafia boss or whoever he is!” I shout, stretching my arms in a way every Italian would be proud of.

“You are not lying,” she says. “Because you will be dead if you don’t do what I tell you to.”

“I will be dead anyway! If he ever finds out, I will be killed within an instant!”

“If you succeed, I will kill him and take over his organisation,” says Rose, or Rosalia Vittare, or whatever her name is.

I shake my head in total disbelief.

“You are mad people,” I say and stride away, aiming for the stairs.

“Antonella,” calls Rosalia after me, and a shudder runs through my spine. I freeze and spin around. An icy feeling spreads through me as an image forms in my mind. My father calls after me while I am running across a field with a kite, way too fast, and I trip over my own feet. It was a nickname he had given me.

My father.

“That’s what he called you,” she says with a dangerous flicker in her eyes as she walks up to me. “I met you many times when you were a little girl, little infame. And when he betrayed me, I swore I would get to him, and I did. And then I learned what you did, and I promised my dead son to kill you for him.” Her voice is dark and threatening. She is loaded with emotion.

I killed her son, I repeat in my mind.

No, I didn’t kill anyone.

I would remember.

Right?

‘Repressed memories can come as dissociative amnesia, and are a common occurrence in those who have experienced childhood trauma.’ I recite an article I once read in my mind on childhood trauma.

She reaches me, and I find myself with a gun pressed against my forehead. “You either do what I say, or we end this right here, right now. What is it?”

I look her straight in the eyes. We’re almost the same height. I don’t know what exactly makes me open my mouth and say the possibly stupidest thing a person could say when confronted with a gun at their forehead.

“Well,” I say. “You won’t make me do anything when I'm dead, will you?”

I hear Kat chuckle, but I don’t break my gaze into Rosalia’s eyes. I might not be of great age, but I have standards. High standards. Reason one why dating and meeting new people is as exhausting as it is. People today have no manners and no standards. And I won’t let anyone treat me like I am some sort of scum.

“I dislike pestilent little brats like you,” she says derogatorily. I see she can be quite impressive in her nature, but I also know too much about human behaviour and its origins to take her seriously. She is a bully, a judgmental, heated character who suffered the death of a child and chose violence to get over it.

“And I dislike to be taken somewhere against my will and forced into doing things I don’t want to do,” I say coldly, staring her down. I am not one to be bullied.

“I see what you meant,” says Rosalia suddenly, removes the gun and turns to Kat. “She might actually be useful.”

I roll my eyes.

I am so done with these people.

So, I aim to get up the stairs, see a bowl with fruit on the open kitchen counter, and grab one apple. Stop. Put it back, take the entire bowl, and leave for upstairs without another word.

Mad people, they are, I think to myself. But I also can’t fight a small grin appearing on my face as I walk with the bowl, imagining them staring after me.
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ROSALIA
PLAYLIST: LOSE CONTROL – AG, MINDY JONES



Over the years, I've seen many women come and go from my house. Many were either abused children or vicious murderers—oftentimes both, like Adria and Kat. The woman now walking up the stairs in that floral dress, carrying the entire fruit bowl, is neither, yet she has managed to impress me.

The woman I send to deliver Giuseppe must be capable of handling men like him, which means situations that involve guns, abusive men, power-hungry fools, and manipulative behaviours. Normal people can’t handle that, and Kat was right about that girl. She might be the perfect thing to get what we always aimed for.

Overall, things have turned out better than any of us could have anticipated.

Whatever happens, I hold the upper hand. Best case, she gets me Giuseppe, worst, he kills her. Middle ground, she is a liar and betrays me, and I kill her myself so I can finally check the open debt from my list.

“I am calling the cleaners,” I say to Kat, pointing at the dead man Adria has brought with her. “Talk to that girl and instruct her.”

“I think you'd better do that yourself,” says Kat.

“I do not wish to see her face,” I say.

“She’ll be gone fast. I have been away so long, Rose. While I keep a tab on them all, I am not that deep into family business anymore.”

I scoff.

“Also, the missing persons report on her has been sent to Interpol,” says Kat.

“They won’t know for long where she went,” I say, thinking. “It also might play into our cards. She could have escaped and now searches for shelter with him.”

“She shows traces of what we did,” says Kat. “Therefore, none of it is a lie. You go plan with her, I’ll clean up here. No need for cleaners.”

“You might also need to clean her up afterwards," I say as I pour myself another drink. Dealing with Antonio’s daughter is certainly not among my preferred activities.

Kat cocks an eyebrow.

“Do not come for me after all those years you searched for revenge with that Sutton. You would have been pissed if it was snatched right under your nose.”

“You forget that it did happen to me, too. But I found other creative ways. I could track down her mother now that we have her; I will find that John and his wife. You’ll get your vengeance.”

I growl and get upstairs to one of the rooms on the left, the first one closest to the stairs. I enter without knocking.

The girl is sitting in the middle of the bed, legs crossed, and has already eaten half the fruit bowl. The rest of the apples, banana peels, and peach kernels are next to her on a towel. She looks at me with eyes as slits.

“You believe it is a great idea to eat that much when you have an order to fulfil?” I ask as I walk in and sit down on the armchair.

“Oh, I am not doing anything until I have your reassurance that Luisa and anyone else I know stays unharmed if I do what you say. Including my own life.”

“You are quite daring for a girl with no leverage,” I say with a scoff.

“First, I am not a girl,” she says, peeling another banana. “I am a woman. And apparently, you have been waiting for me for a very long time. Whatever Giuseppe did or had on you, it must be very valuable, something you couldn’t get to until I came. In other words, you want something from me.”

I chuckle darkly. Kat was most certainly right about her.

“You seem awfully confident and unbothered for a woman we just abducted,” I say, watching her bite and chew a banana. The chewing noises enrage me, and anger boils in me.

“I am very bothered,” she says. “But I studied psychology and criminology.”

“And what does that tell me?”

“You tell me,” she says.

“Well,” I say, and get up and walk over to her. “I think you know nothing and just try to play games with me. But I am not someone you play games with, you should know that by now.”

“And I think you have a big mouth and a lot of ego,” she says.

I am so fast that she cannot react. I kneel with one leg on the bed and grasp her by the throat. Her hand snaps to mine, but I push her down, backwards onto the bed. She opens her legs because I took her balance, and I pull my other leg with me and land with my knee on her pubic—exactly where I intended it to be, because it’s painful.

She gasps out, and her red lips part slightly. She is a beautiful woman—one who has done abhorrent things.

I push my entire weight on her throat. I might look like I have no force, but I do. Especially because I know the right points to push.

Her face turns red and swells slightly. I know exactly where to press to suffocate someone with one hand alone. My lips purse dangerously.

Kat might need to clean upstairs after all.

“You were saying?” I ask her as she begins to struggle, slapping my arms and trying to scratch me as I choke her. I push extra weight on my knee. She mumbles a scream of pain that dies in her choked throat.

“Listen to me very closely,” I say with pursed lips in a dangerous whisper, and her eyes focus on me, staring me down in disgust. An equal feeling.

“You will do what I say, when I say, and how I say,” I say threateningly. “You better be careful what comes out of your filthy little mouth, because there are things I can do with you and to you that will destroy you in a way that you will beg me on your knees to kill you.”

With it, I let her go and push myself off her by sliding with my knee down over her clit to make it extra painful for her.

She lies on the bed, gasping for air. And I cannot say what it is in her eyes, but there is a flicker in them. Probably from the pain.

“Make yourself ready to escape,” I say before I leave.

“What do you mean by that?” she calls after me, pushing herself into a sitting position. Interestingly enough, her voice is quite unbothered, and I cannot help the growing suspicion that she might be a very good actress after all.

I stop, turn, and say, “You will escape here, you will run to Giuseppe, beg him for help, and then we’ll see what happens.”

“So fast?” she asks.

“Of course, so fast, you look exactly like what he needs to believe you. Oh, and if you try to game me, please be good. Because I will be coming after you, and I won’t stop until you take your very last breath.”

With that, I am gone. In me, the dire need to either murder or spank the life out of someone with a geared flogger until they bleed.

When I come back downstairs, Kat is gone, and so is the body. It would be my chance to vanish the girl without a trace, but I would never break Kat’s trust.

I open a bottle of Primitivo and sit on one of the leather sofas with my glass, reconciling what happened.

Suddenly, there is a loud banging noise upstairs, followed by several thuds, as if a shelf were thrown over.

I roll my eyes, get up, draw my gun, and walk upstairs, gun first. I open the door to her room, but she’s not there, so she wandered.

I check every room, one by one. The first floor is all guest rooms and a study that I almost never use.

I enter, and there is a shelf with books fallen off it and an open window with flying curtains.

“Nice try for a distraction,” I whisper to myself, only to realise I massively underestimated her.

A pole hits me in my legs from behind, and before I can turn, I fall. Pushed. The gun slips from my hand and falls to the ground. She steps on my hand with her shoes and crushes my fingers forcefully with them as she picks the gun up, pointing it at me.

“Too bad I’m not a killer,” she says, before she kicks me in the face. Infinite rage burns through me, but my senses are blurred.

“Ti scanno,” I whisper as she searches my pocket and takes my phone. “I am going to find you, and when I do, I will slaughter you.”

“But I am merely doing what you told me to do. Really, you should be clearer in your orders,” she says carelessly, and with that, she is gone.

Never, in my entire life, did I meet someone who dared to touch me and get that far, except her, and I know it has all been an act. An act to get to me. An act to betray me. An act to find out where I am and what I know. She is his spy. She is, after all, Antonio’s daughter. Was. Because I am going to murder her now.
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SOPHIE
PLAYLIST: AKA’S WHITE WOLF – AMÉLIE FARREN



Islip out of the house, my heart racing and beating up into my throat. I still can’t believe what I just did. It was probably the stupidest idea ever, but it was also stupidly brilliant. Because I now have a phone and a gun—well, and also, Rosalia coming after me.

But if she does hunt me down, I might be able to convince that Giuseppe character to kill her for me. I will tell him everything they told me to do, and it’ll hopefully be enough for him to act on it.

I thought about running away, trying to hide. But I am a realist. And right now, I am in Sicily. With no money. Not speaking the language. And since Kat has found me before, she will most likely find me again. There is no running from them, unless I run into the arms of a mob boss. But he is my only chance right now.

The question is, how do I find out where he is before Kat finds me via Rosalia’s phone? They said he has a Masseria, a villa somewhere, but how can I find someone who probably doesn’t want to be found?

And then Luisa.

Luisa, I gasp.

The plan I made wasn't one I thought through properly. I have to call Luisa.

I take Rosalia’s phone as I slip into one of the many alleyways of the city I am in and dial Luisa’s number. It’s the only one I know by heart aside from my mother’s.

It rings. Please answer, I beg. I know she has had her phone on silent for years now, and she hates calls.

“Hello?” she says, and endless relief spreads through me.

“It’s me,” I say as I slip into the next alley.

“FIFI!” Luisa shouts. “Where the fuck are you?”

“Somewhere in Sicily,” I say. “I don’t have much time. A woman abducted me; her name is Rosalia Vittare. My father betrayed her or something. You need to hide; they’re coming for you. Tell your father to hide you all on a base or something. Now. Not in an hour. Now!” I say, emphasising the last word.

“What?” asks Luisa. “Are you on drugs?”

“No, I am not!” I shout. “I was tortured by that woman, and she threatened to kill you if I didn’t cooperate, so do what I say. I need to go. I stole her phone. Promise me you’ll do what I told you⁠—“

“Yes,” she says, totally perplexed.

“Do it, now! I’ll call you again,” I say and hang up.

I turned off location services the moment I unlocked the phone with Rosalia’s face, but I don’t know if that is enough. Since Kat located me in Rome, she will surely find Rosalia’s phone.

I slip into the next small alley.

I have no clue where exactly I am. It’s definitely a bigger city, probably Palermo. Night falls slowly over the old buildings. I stride through the streets, and I feel hunted. Watched. I spin round. But no one is there.

“Mi scusi,” I ask a man I walk past. “È Palermo?”

“Sì, sì,” he says and looks at me as if I am an alien. And I might be. Who in their right mind asks if they are in a city they somehow came to?

“Stai bene?” he asks me, but I don’t understand. Bene is good. Or something like that, but stai? Never heard the word before. There’s only so much Italian I understand. It might even be Sicilian.

I try to tell him I don’t understand.

“Not from here,” I say. “Grazie,” I add and hurry away. I draw enough attention to myself through my dress and the way I look, with my heart-shaped face and long blonde hair; many men have called me attractive and lusted after me. One of the many reasons I took the martial arts classes with Luisa.

I wrap my mind around how I get to that Guiseppe guy. Suddenly, Rosalia’s phone vibrates.

I look at the display.

Kat is calling.

I will not answer. If she calls, she knows, and she’ll come after me.

But I suddenly have an idea.

I skim through the contacts on Rosalia’s phone, and there are several Giuseppes in it. Shit.

I need to think. Make a plan. But where can I go where they won’t find me?

I have to turn off that phone. I don’t want to give it away, because it proves what I did, where I escaped from.

“Think,” I tell myself.

Bells chime nearby, and somehow they draw my attention. Somehow, the sound feels so familiar. I have heard them before, or haven’t I?

I count. Ten.

My mind wanders back to the moment Rosalia had squatted down where I sat on the stairs, that golden cross dangling from her neck. She’s a believer. A Christian. She would never try anything in a church.

Well, she’s a Christian who tortured, says a voice in me. But it’s the only place I can think of that would shelter.

I try to locate the church whose bells I just heard, and it takes me half an hour to find it, only to stand in front of a monumental building with its doors closed.

Shit.

I am desperate, so I rattle at the doors. Of course, in vain.

I sink to the ground with my back resting against the doors, and dig my face into my hands. There is nowhere I can go.

I can’t go to the police, because that Rosalia and Kat will find me, I bet they’re all corrupt here anyway. I can’t hide. I can’t get to Giuseppe. I don’t know what to do—everything is so pointless.

My breath flattens.

What am I even doing here?

I am on the verge of getting a panic attack with cold sweat appearing on my forehead and the world zooming out.

Suddenly, the door behind me clicks and opens.

An elderly padre opens the door and says something that sounds very angry.

I swallow hard.

“Mi scusi,” I say, standing up and bowing slightly. “I—I didn’t know it was closed—I was in need of—“ I begin and stop myself. “Mi scusi,” I repeat.

A scent of old books and centuries of history trails up my nose through the open door, goosebumps spreading over my arms. I know that smell. I⁠—

His eyes wander to my wrists, even in the dim lights, and I can’t hide the traces of what had happened.

“Entra,” he says, gesturing me inside as if he were to do something forbidden. And maybe he was. Harbouring a hunted woman.

I bow to him again when I step through the door past him and whisper, “Mille grazie.”

The church is dark, with only a few candles lit near the altar. But I have no eyes for it.

I walk down between the rows of wooden benches. I have walked this path before.

Every single one of my steps on the marble floor echoes multiplied through the resonance of a church's acoustics. Slowly, my fingers caress the backrests.

An image from my past flashes through my mind. I know I have been here before. My head twitches.

I stop at the seventh row because that is where I see my father sitting with another man in my mind, while I am told to be quiet and occupy myself. I must have been eleven at that time. But I can’t consciously recall being here after the age of six.

Maybe you did erase memories, whispers a voice in the back of my mind.

I slide into the row. My hands find the wood next to my thighs. A deep breath in. I have been here before.

I don’t believe in coincidences. I believe that everything happens for a reason. A magical feeling spreads through me as I acknowledge that I might be meant to be here again. A greater reason for all that has happened.

I close my eyes and fold my hands in my lap. I never went to church much, but I do pray. Some may call it God, I call it a universal consciousness. And so I talk to it, in my mind.

Suddenly, a voice rips me from my prayer.

“Antonella.”

My outside doesn’t react. But my inner world does. My heart races momentarily and beats up into my throat.

I recognise the voice.

Images come back.

Steps that come closer.

Heavy steps.

Steps of a man.

He sits down next to me, a wave of an oaky perfume and cigar smoke rolls over me.

He is an older, probably in his late sixties, with grey hair brushed back with gel. He wears a black polo shirt that’s tight around his belly, white trousers, and a leather belt.

He overall looks like a fat spider that knows it is about to land its biggest catch. He aged badly compared to the picture in my mind that came back. Or maybe I don’t remember it well because it was so long ago.

He also looks quite pale in the face, with hollow eyes. But that’s what a man with a life like his looks like, is it not?

“You remember me,” he says without looking at me. I say nothing. “What happened to you?” he asks and points at my wrists, still without looking into my eyes.

“Rosalia Vittare,” I say. “She abducted me in Rome.”

“Rosalia Vittare,” he repeats slowly. “How did you escape?”

“With the help of a golden pole from an art piece in her house, a letter opener and this gun I took from her,” I say and pull the gun from the inside pocket of the jacket I stole from her.

“Your father was a great man,” he says with his raspy voice that sounds like he has smoked too many cigarettes in his life. “Saved my life.”

“Rosalia wanted to kill me because of him,” I say.

“Of course she does,” he says and laughs, a cough mixing into it. He has hanging eye bags, puffy skin and a double chin. The face of a man who lived rough and hard.

If I ever pictured a mafia boss, this would’ve been it.

“Why is that?” I ask.

“Rosalia is a myth, someone no one really knows. She is the daughter of one of the greatest men of all time, coming from one of the oldest families. One day, she started killing them. One after another. She is taking over all the businesses. In secret, through middlemen.”

“Except you.”

“Except me.” His mouth tugs into a gleeful smirk.

“And what had my father to do with it?”

“I will be in your father’s debt forever,” he says cryptically.

“Because he saved your life?” I ask.

“Amongst,” he says, and gets up. “Let us go. It is unwise to linger too long in open places.”

“How did you find me?” I ask, not getting up.

“You did not need finding,” he says. “I promised your father to watch over you.”

I am utterly taken aback.

“So you knew where I was? That she took me?”

“Not exactly who and where, I could only assume. I have been in this business for a long time. But my people have their eyes everywhere.”

I scoff and shake my head in disbelief.

“Are you coming?” he asks.

“I want you to kill her, Rosalia,” I say.

“And what do I get from you if I do it?”

“Nothing,” I say as I get up and walk past him. “You have a debt to pay.”

His rich chuckle resounds after me, while all I can think is that I am making a deal with the devil here. I have no idea how I managed to dig myself into a situation like this, but this will, most likely, all go over my head.

But something about it is so thrilling. All those years of my studies, I read about the cases and the minds of criminals, while secretly listening to true crime podcasts and using my knowledge of them. And now, I am in the middle of one big criminal organisation. From the other side. And the rush I feel right now might be my death, but after living my entire life for my mother and getting good grades, breaking out feels like freedom.

The padre who let me in has vanished, and I don’t ask.

I walk.

Giuseppe has two men with him: one has horrible, dark eyes that x-ray me like I am some sort of villain; the other is muscle-only and looks like he has the same three thoughts every day.

We are walking to a pair of black Range Rovers, and the door is opened for me.

Before I get in, I turn around. I don’t know what makes me feel this way, but I still feel watched. I let my eyes sweep over the street, and then I see her. Pretending to be someone else, a local.

Kat.

I don’t see her face at first, but I’d recognise that body everywhere.

I let my eyes sweep further to not draw attention to her, because the bodyguard’s gaze follows mine.

“Is there something?” asks Giuseppe.

“I don’t know,” I say. “I felt watched all day,” I say, pointing to the opposite side of where Kat stands.

My eyes meet hers for a single second. I could tell Giuseppe she is there, and Rosalia would be gone. But there’ll be no way out if Giuseppe finds out what really happened. No. Right now, I’ll keep my options open. So I let my eyes wander further.

“Well,” Giuseppe says, “because you have been.”

I scoff, knowing it wasn’t his men, but I’ll let him in the belief and climb in the car.

I don’t know where any of this is going, so I’ll keep my options.

We are driven off, and I fish Rosalia’s phone from the jacket pocket. There is a message on it. From Kat.

Kat


He needs to die, but not right now. Make him trust you.




I stare at it and can’t quite comprehend. Who does she think I am? A killer? They are crazy people. I swipe the message away and hold the phone out for Giuseppe to take.

“It’s hers. In case she is tracking it.”

He looks at it, opens the window, and throws it out.

“My little sister knows where to find me,” he says, and I know I will fall. Hard.
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ROSALIA
PLAYLIST: YOU CAN RUN – ADAM JONES



Ishould have eliminated her as soon as we captured her. Kat may believe the girl is just an innocent bystander, but I know better. Sophie isn’t really Sophie. No ordinary girl could have done what she did. She is Antonella. Antonio Amato’s daughter.

Blinding rage burns within me like a spitting Etna, and although I’ve become more silent and patient over time, I still have my temperament. And that temperament erupts onto Kat.

I shout at her for taking my chance, for delivering her into Giuseppe’s hands, for taking her from me.

“Rose,” says Kat, unimpressed, and I curse at her in Sicilian, because I am beyond Rose. She lets me rant.

“Are you quite done?” she asks when I finally end my shouting of all those things that needed to be said.

“Quella bastarda di merda!” I shout. Whenever I am angry, my Sicilian nature shows most. All those years in the Americas and across Europe have done something to me, but anger is always connected to my roots.

“You’ll listen to me now,” she says. “She saw me. She knew I was there, and she did not draw Giuseppe’s attention to me. She distracted them. She is not on his side.”

“Didn’t we listen to the same audio?” I ask her, shouting into the phone, enraged. I pace between the open kitchen and the living room.

“We did,” she says, “Because it was me who infiltrated your phone to track her and listen in. And yet, I am certain she is still doing what we told her to do.”

This is not the Kat I raised. The one I raised would have never trusted anyone, and because I am as angry as I am, words slip out of my mouth.

“Marriage made you foolish,” I say harshly.

Kat’s silence on the other end is deadly, but I will not let her becoming soft jeopardise my plans.

“You might want to ask yourself when you became a killer who is so consumed with the lust for blood that she lost sight of the cause she meant to kill for,” she finally says in a voice threateningly silent and ice-cold before she hangs up.

I remain of stone as I stare at the phone in my hand. Goosebumps of the worst kind spread over my skin as coldness spreads through me. The coldness that comes with roaring anger and murderous desire to destroy.

Does she not understand? Does she not see?

I am not one to question myself; It is something the fools do, those who are too scared of the judgment on their actions. I am not. I don’t question what I do, because I am guided by the Lord and the rage that was needed to destroy what men took. I will not question myself, because the men wouldn’t either.

To question oneself is taught to women, to be small, to become what men desire them to be. But I am not here to be desired by a man. I am here to kill them.

And the moment I remember what I swore to myself when I watched my brother being invited to the tables, the heir, our father's precious boy, while I was left outside, meant to watch, admired by the male gaze and used for their pleasure, I know it is finally time.

Giuseppe is breathing on borrowed time since I decided I would come for him; now I am ready to sin.

The sin that follows a man into the ground: murdering la famiglia.

The sin that will start a war.

The sin that will change the order, here in Sicily and beyond. Because I will take, I will own, and I will make enemies that are going to lust for spilling my blood and paint the floor of hell with it.

I carefully place my phone on the counter, slip off my shoes, and zip open my skirt. It slides to the ground, and I step out of it as I open my blouse and walk barefoot over the tiles to a wooden shelf. I push some books aside and open the secret cabinet with the pin pad in it. As I enter the number, a soft beep confirms, before the shelf jumps just an inch off the wall.

I open it, slip in and close it behind me. The cold stone stairs lead into the closed part of the catacombs running under the entire house. This part, I had restored and fitted to my needs.

I walk into my wine cellar on the left and get the bottle I kept for this very occasion: A Tasca d'Almerita Rosso del Conte from 1993, when I was sixteen. The year I gave birth to my son after being raped, the year my father made Giuseppe his heir, l’erede del sangue, and pushed me into the background as an object not worth his time and attention.

I open the bottle and pour it into a decanter. I smell it. It’s the smell of revenge. A smile curves my mouth.

I lean against the wooden table top and caress my collarbones before I grab my cross.

I turn it between my fingers as I focus on what I am about to do. There will be no way back afterwards—exactly the point. All these years I built to take one day, and now I will.

I pour a glass and taste the wine. It takes me back to 1993. All I needed. Memories may fade over the years, but revenge sweetens with each moment it isn’t carried out.

The hour finds everyone—and I waited with patience. Now, the time for execution has come.

I walk out of the glass doors carved into the old stone of the catacombs over to the heavy steel door. It is a bunker that holds what I need: Weapons. Munition. Explosives. Knives. Poison. Gear. And if needed, protection. It is a steel cage with an air supply and everything I could ever need to survive if anyone decided to come for me.

I walk in with my underwear and open blouse, caressing my hips. I slip off my blouse and open a drawer with special gear in it. I take out a Kevlar shirt and put it on underneath the blouse.

Trousers follow. I dislike functional clothing, so I had some custom-made for me. The trousers are high-waisted and resemble elegant trousers, but they are not. They are made with Kevlar on the inside and have secret sewn-in pockets, offering maximum flexibility and protection.

I pull them up and tuck my blouse into them. I place knives, poison pills, and a chain with a carabiner in the sewn-in pockets. Take a belt and my preferred guns, the Tomcat and Beretta 92FS 9mm, and get spare ammunition.

With the gun in my hand, I close my eyes. I walk through the plan I have had in my mind for thirty-four years now. I don’t need rehearsal. What I need is channelling, so I pray.

“Oh Lord,” I say. “Be with me as I carry out your plan, as I am your tool, bringing justice to what was never meant to be. You made them in your image, and it was not Eve who sinned, but Adam, who let her, knowing what the tree did. He did so to take the power. He showed the honest face of the male from the first day, and Eve, misled by him, suffered like all the women coming after her, solely because Adam lusted for power. The lust of his was the ultimate sin that the males have fallen for, for all those thousands of years. And now, it is time. The time of the matriarchy has come, and I will bring it forth in your image. Therefore, I beg you to guide me, to trust in me, as you trusted me all those years. Amen.”

Energy flows through me. I know my Lord will always be with me.

Giuseppe’s death might be an isolated event to the outsider, but his influence reaches so far that it concerns shipping routes and ports, governments and businesses worldwide. He has investments in critical supplies and business, infrastructure, and weaponry, loans to governments, and control over the mining of rare minerals. He has built a net that controls world order.

My takeover will trigger a series of events that will make many powerful people very nervous, because men are emotional idiots who will do what they have always done: They will aim to grab for it. The power. And I intend them to. Thirty-four years of preparation will finally pay off as I will get my revenge—and no one will stop me. This is bigger than a single person; this is the revolution, the liberation of women, and I will kill whoever gets in my way, and I will take that girl with me. The liar. The betrayer. The whore who killed my flesh and blood.

I step out of the bunker, take my glass of wine and get back upstairs. Every one of my steps is silent, because I am a shadow. A shadow no one saw coming, and now, it is too late.

We, women, have been suppressed, used, and abused long enough. Our time has come. And I will be the trigger.

I close the shelf behind me, and when I turn, I see Kat leaning casually against the kitchen counter.

She knows what is going on, and I ignore her. I take my heels and put them back on. It is time to become visible. To become loud. To take.

“I won’t let you,” she says as I have my back to her, aiming to leave.

I scoff derogatorily, but walk.

She follows me, her hand on my shoulder.

“Rose.”

When I turn, I have my gun drawn, pointing it directly at the spot between her eyes.

“You will not interfere,” I say, threateningly dark.

She tilts her head slightly; she is considering me. The corner of her mouth tugs into a smirk.

“Your triumph will be worthless,” she says.

“I opened the bottle,” I say.

“I saw,” she says. “Because you are blinded. You convinced yourself it is time because you feel out of control. Because that girl didn’t do what you told her to.”

That girl, the infame, the mere thought of her disgusts me.

“That girl has no control over me,” I say, sneeringly and spitting on the ground, as if it were her face.

“And yet, she is the reason you snap right now,” Kat says. “You will not succeed.”

“I planned this for years!” I roar, my hand trembling in anger. “Longer than you live, and you dare come here! I will kill him, and I will bring that girl down for everything she has done.“

She interrupts me.

“Don’t you see? You are blinded by rage, by her. Don’t you remember your own words? ‘Patience is what brings you far,’ ‘Never get blinded by the emotion in your chest,’ ‘Always take a step back first to think’—all said by you at some point in my education. You are doing a disservice to yourself,” she says.

I open my mouth, but before I can issue a single word, she adds, “It will ruin everything if you kill him, because it is not the time. They will not approve you if you take over. They simply won’t. War will come, elections will be rigged because we neither have the votes nor enough people in the planned positions on time, and you therefore jeopardise the liberation of all of us for this one, single second of satisfying revenge,” she says with an anger I have rarely seen her in.

Her words stir in me. I know we planned all those years to take over the men’s business, a minute plan of fighting the patriarchy. Because they run the world, run us women, and it is time to finally be done with it. But I do not see any of it right now. The only thing I see is killing the girl. The girl, who took everything from me.

“There is one way, and that is slowly infiltrating his organisation, and then taking over. From the inside. And the only person who could do that is her. You know it. You’re just too emotional to see.” She pushes my arm with the gun away and comes close.

“You will do it, feel it, believe you won, and then it will be gone, faster than it came. You will be empty, and you will know you made a mistake you can’t undo. And that will make you no better than the average man, the ones we go against.”

I start laughing.

“Nice try,” I say, turn and leave.

As I said, I don’t question myself.
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SOPHIE
PLAYLIST: TAKE ME TO CHURCH – HOZIER



We drive down a long gravel path after a half-hour drive outside Palermo. The path is framed by yellow lights and perfectly trimmed bushes. For miles upon miles around the estate, there is absolutely nothing but nature. Vinyards and trees and palms—I can only imagine how far it goes in the darkness. And I know, there will be no getting away. It’s a fortress where they see anyone outgoing as much as incoming from miles away.

In other words, I’m fucked.

Another gate opens, leading into the courtyard of a house. Well, if one can call it a house. It is more like a castle, probably big enough to host a hundred people. There must be more than twenty cars parked in the courtyard, ranging from Range Rovers to sports cars.

The building around us is a typical Sicilian building. I thought I would remember it, but I don’t. Not until the car door is opened for me and I step out. My feet meet the ground, I scent the air, and it is as if I am back here when I was a child.

I spin around, and there is this single olive tree in the courtyard in the midst of a beautiful flower bed. Back then, the tree was so small. I walk over to it like pulled towards it by an invisible rope. My fingers find its branches with the small, firm leaves on them.

“You remember,” says Giuseppe behind me.

“We planted it together,” I say. “With my father. It was a celebration for a new chapter.”

“Yes,” he says. “Antonio was my right hand; the man I entrusted with my life and my business.”

“But—“ I stutter, because I don’t understand.

“For the outside world, he needed to be someone else. Someone with access, someone without traces to me, someone who looked trustworthy.”

I scoff.

“He was the man I designated to take over when I am gone, but my little sister learned what I was planning to do and killed him.”

So Rosalia was right, my father was a liar. And probably everything else she said he was. A horrible man, who did horrendous things. I’m sick to my stomach. He was always so perfect to me. I mean, yes, he was gone a lot, but I was always his little princess, wasn’t I?

“What’s the matter with her?” I ask. “Your sister.”

“A power-hungry woman who believes she has earned the right at the table, but my father knew what she was, a buono a nulla, a wastrel only good for fucking.”

I hate men like him; they disgust me. And yet, I cannot show any of it, because I am not a fool. I am walking on dangerous grounds—to an extent I never thought I would.

I somehow slid into the midst of a family war, and all I want is to go back to London and forget about what happened and what I learned. Blissful ignorance is a wonderful tool I’d like to apply. Only I can’t.

“And where do I fit in? Am I just a toy for fucking, too?” I say, trying to keep my voice from becoming snide.

“No,” he says without further elaboration and puts a hand on my back, steering me inside through a massive arch with a heavy, wooden door that is opened for us.

I am walked down a long brick corridor to a door right in front of us.

“You do not fit in,” he says. “You belong here.” And he opens the door. I step inside, and my mouth drops open.

“I—I don’t understand,” I say while my eyes dart from the photos of me on one wall to the massive art piece on the other side of the corridor, showing me in a dress as I pick an orange from a tree.

“Your father was supposed to take over,” he says. “And therefore made you and your children his heir.”

“But—“ I say as I process what he said. “You have a daughter, an heir.”

He laughs a rich, derogatory laugh.

“Adria?” he asks. “A donkey has more sense than she,” he says. “That girl cannot lead an empire; the only thing she can do is open her legs and murder decently.”

I blow my cheeks and suck in my lips to keep myself from exploding. But I finally understand why Adria was so aggressive toward me. I also understand why she wants to murder her father.

“You want me to take over your—“ I begin, hesitate, and add, “business?”

“That depends on whether you turned out to be the woman we prepared you to become. We planned a long time ago for you to become everything I need you to be.”

I snort out, because this is the most absurd thing I have ever heard. Me, the woman with the panic attacks and all her fears.

“Is that so funny?” he asks.

“It’s hard to believe any of this is true. You don’t know me—didn’t see me for what, sixteen, or what years? And have this strange room with my pictures⁠—“

“Do you believe I didn’t watch you? It was my protection that made you vanish, so my sister couldn't locate you. My protection, which brought Luisa and her family into your life, it was⁠—“

“You what?” I shout as my life crumbles into pieces. This can’t be. Luisa—her parents, they have been so kind⁠—

“You needed a friend, a close one. One with parents that would be able to protect you, because your mother is useless.”

Useless.

How dare he speak⁠—

My head twitches.

Luisa.

“Does Luisa know?” I bring my lips over.

“Of course she knows,” he says, and with it, my entire life falls apart.

All of it was a lie.

Faked.

I roll back my shoulders.

The world zooms out.

I squint my eyes as my heart races.

That heavy rock appears in my stomach.

“I—“ I stutter out. “I need—bathroom,” I manage to say.

“Down the corridor, he says, second to the left,” he says, far away.

It takes me a moment to process, and then I run.

What did he say?

Second room to the left.

I make it to the door, rip it open, lock it behind me, and slide to the floor with my back against the door.

I pull my legs close and hide my head in my arms on them. This is a nightmare. I have to wake up. All of this must be a really bad dream.

I start rocking myself.

My fingers get cold, and my body shudders.

This can’t be happening.

Recite what you learned about fear, I tell myself.

Fear gets worse when suppressed.

Invite the fear.

Fear can’t kill you.

My neck burns in pain. Whenever I get a panic attack, my neck feels like someone is stabbing it with a knife.

“It’s not real,” I tell myself in a whisper. “The fear is not real. You survived the flight. You survived that dungeon. You survived the pigeons. You will survive everything else.”

I draw my head back up and my shoulders back. I stand up.

You survived the pigeons.

This will be my new mantra.

I walk over to the sink, and only then do I realise in what a bathroom I am. Classic Sicilian shapes and colours meeting modern elements—it’s the bathroom my father had in his portfolio.

I splash cold water on my face and dry it with a towel. When I look in the mirror, I don’t see my father much in me. I have my mother’s hair and body, but then—my eyes. My nose. My way of speaking and gesturing—It’s my father’s.

“Okay,” I tell myself. “What do we do when backed against a wall? We move forward. We are staying positive. Everything happens for a reason.”

And so I do.

I walk out of the bathroom. One of his men is waiting silently for me, with no expression. He follows me back to where Giuseppe is waiting, the exact spot where I left.

“Why now?” I ask him when I return.

“Why now what?” he asks.

“You could’ve brought me here years ago. Why now?”

One corner of his mouth tugs up.

“Let’s just say the timeline has moved up,” he says.

“The timeline,” I repeat. “What is it?”

“The cancer spread,” he says without looking at me.

“All the money, and yet, you can’t buy life,” I say.

“I have lived everything life has to offer. What I need is to know that my life’s work will be continued.

“And you think I will?”

“You will,” he says.

“What makes you believe that I am carved out to do so?” I ask. At this point, I just try to gain as much knowledge as possible.

“Because you will be the one who kills my sister,” he says, plain as that.

I scoff and shake my head slowly in disbelief.

“I am no killer,” I say.

“And that is where you are wrong, mia bella, Antonella.”

I don’t know if I am more irritated by the fact that he calls me ‘my beautiful’ than the fact that he believes I am a killer.

“What makes you think that?”

“Because you already killed,” he says. His words reach my ears, but I don’t process them.

No words come over my lips.

I take a step back.

This is not true.

I did not⁠—

“You may not remember, because you were only eleven,” he says.

Eleven. This can’t be.

Rosalia was right.

“I didn’t⁠—“

“You did,” he says, “And you meant to. Because you would do everything to please your father. And you will do the very same for me.”

“I—what? I didn’t⁠—”

I am Sophie Brooks. I am people’s sun and moon, I laugh, I am happy, and I make the best out of everything. I encourage people and help them believe in themselves. I laugh and joke. I am warm. Kind. Caring. I am no killer.

“You heard me,” he says. “Let me show you something. Sometimes the eyes must see.”

He walks me through the estate, two of his men following us everywhere. Endless corridors and rooms, stairs leading up and down.

We stop in a room in the basement that would be best described as a study. A scent of cold smoke and male perfume trails up my nose. There are maps with routes, probably shipping routes on the wall, and photos of people connected with red strings.

A shelf filled with leather ledgers on the opposite side, where a stack of alcohol bottles resides behind crystal glass, and three leather armchairs in front of it. A dark wooden table in the middle, on it an ashtray with a half-smoked cigar on it.

“This here was your father’s,” he says. “You spent many hours down here with him.”

I can’t remember it.

I shake my head.

“Nothing?” he asks, as if he knew. He opens a drawer, pulls out an envelope, throws it onto the desk and nods for me to take it.

I open it. A photo. There I am, sitting on one of the armrests of the very armchair in this room with my father sitting in it. He has his hand around my bum. I must be eight or nine. I don’t remember my childhood well.

But that’s normal, says the academic voice in me. Humans forget much when they become older. We are no good at remembering. Our memories are so faulty. But why don’t I remember this here? Even now that I see it?

“Well,” he says, and removes the first photo. “Then you should look at that.”

I gasp, and my stomach plummets. It is the same photo Rosalia has shown me with the dead young man on the floor, blood splattered around him, a puddle underneath. He seems to have been shot several times.

It is true.

I killed her son.

I killed someone.

I should panic. And yet, I feel nothing.

“You shot him with your father’s gun,” Giuseppe says. “He tried to touch you, and you killed him. That’s when we knew.”

“Knew what?” I whisper.

This is a nightmare.

This can’t be real.

“That you will be able to take over one day,” he says.

My eyes pop.

“You don’t believe me,” he says, and my mind can’t catch up. “But you should. You should, because the proof lies buried underneath the tree we planted.”

I am falling as I swallow down the information I just got.

“Let us see if you are worthy,” he says, rather amused. “I have two tasks for you. The first is that you will kill my bastard sister.”

I stare at the photos.

“I don’t want to take over⁠—“

“You don’t want to, huh?” he scoffs. “There is no choice. You will take over. Because your second task is to continue my line. You will fulfil the duty of your father's heritage. You will carry my heir, a worthy one.”

And with that, he grabs me by the neck, and I am pushed front-facing onto the desk.

“Nooo!” I scream, kick, and try to wiggle myself free, but he has a force in his grip I am powerless against. He closes his fingers around my neck, pushing a certain point, and pain shoots through my body.

I am fixed to the desk by his men with cable ties, my wrists and legs bound.

I can’t move. I try, but there is nothing I can do against the three of them.

Giuseppe’s other hand pushes up the dress and pulls my thong aside.

This can’t be happening⁠—

This is too much.

His zipper opened.

Everything is too much.

I need to wake up from this nightmare. I must have fallen asleep while listening to one of my podcasts.

His fingers slip into me.

I want to vomit, so disgusted am I.

Or murder him.

I scream.

I scream more.

But he doesn’t stop.

I close my eyes.

He removes his hand, and I feel his cock at my entrance.

I’m falling.

Just let me hit the ground so I can wake up, I plead.

But instead of hitting the ground, a loud bang rips through my ears and the ceiling above us trembles.

I scream.

Again.

And again.

And again.
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ROSALIA
PLAYLIST: WRATH – SOUNDRIDEMUSIC



Ihave come to kill, and whoever dares to step in my way will be dead. I have always followed what felt right to me, and I know it has to be done now.

I drove my car through the gate, threw the grenades, and now, I am eradicating every single one of them.

Five of them are already dead on the floor.

I stroll through the masseria, the one I haven’t set foot in since my sixteenth birthday.

Bang—I shoot the next of his men without even looking. What moves here dies.

I know I am leaving behind a trail of blood, and it feels exhilarating. I waited decades for these days, and it feels exactly as I pictured it. The sweetness of revenge purrs in my chest.

Bang.

Bang.

Bang.

I reload.

My shots are always precise, at the very spot between the eyes whenever possible.

I walk through the masseria, door by door. I know the plan and could walk through it blind, and I would not miss a door.

“Unni si, fratello bastardo?” I shout as I walk into the south wing. It brings me pleasure to hunt him. And whatever the consequences may be tomorrow, I do not care at all.

I hear screaming. Muffled, but so loud it rips through the entire corridor. Coming from underneath.

It might be the girl. And a trap, I will not be so foolish.

And that is exactly what he might expect.

He is hiding where she is, because he knows I want to kill her just as much as I desire to kill him.

I make my way to the basement floor. Once servants’ quarters, it became the epicentre of the family business.

“Nesci fora, nesci fora, unni si!” I call into the corridor, provoking him. Come out, come out wherever you are. I want him angry. Anger makes people reckless, and I also want to see the rage as he understands he has lost.

A bullet flies past my head.

They have revealed themselves.

I wait.

More screaming.

I reload my magazines.

“You are the most stubborn and stupidest woman I have ever met,” I hear behind me, as I spin around, both guns drawn.

Kat. I roll my eyes.

“You shouldn’t have come,” I say coldly.

“Do you believe I let you do this alone?”

I scoff.

“Fourth door on the right,” I say, “They shoot fast.”

“I heard that,” she says and lifts the semi-automatic rifle she brought. She has always been a sucker for force. If I weren’t angry with her, I would chuckle.

“You wanna warn them?” she asks. “Otherwise, I’ll evaporate that wood.”

“Do it,” I say. “But he’s mine.”

“He sure is,” she says. “Just here as reinforcement. You wouldn’t have made it out of here. I killed eighteen up there.”

“Do it,” I say without caring about what she just said. I might thank her later. After I have killed my brother and that girl.

She shoots down the door, and the cartridge cases fall onto the ground with the sweet melody of destruction.

The doors wood splinters and finally rips apart.

The corridor falls silent after the last resounding noise vanishes. Anticipation builds in me. There are moves and countermoves. I know my brother is a man always prepared, and I am no fool to storm into the room; I might get blasted away.

My body tenses.

Kat turns and shoots before I even see what is coming from behind; she has a sense of what is happening around her, as I have never seen in anyone. She and her rifle perforate the two men coming.

“Well, that’s fun,” she says.

She has done her own thing for many years now, and it's been a while since I was with her in a shootout, so I have forgotten how hilarious she can be. Even though I am angry with her, I cannot suppress the chuckle leaving my throat.

Bullets fly towards us from the door.

We dive back behind the corner.

“Cover me,” I tell her.

“I have a concussion grenade,” says Kat.

“No,” I say. “I want him to be fully conscious.”

“Well, let’s go then.”

Kat shoots as we both move towards the door.

I get one lurk inside, before a flame erupts from the door. I dive out of the way at the last possible moment, because I expected something to happen.

I land on the ground and see one of his men through the flames. I aim and make a single-precision shot. He falls to the ground as I get back up. My shoulder hurts slightly; I am not twenty anymore, and I feel it.

The flames stop, and hell breaks loose.

A rain of bullets flies at us, and I am hit on the arm and chest. It hurts painfully, but the Kevlar does what it’s supposed to do, stopping the bullets.

Kat shoots, and we both press against the wall next to the door. A moment of silence, where we are both standing there with our chests heaving up and down.

Kat brings her finger to her mouth and then taps her ear, telling me to be silent so she can hear what is going on in the room.

I hold my breath.

She signals me two with her fingers and that she’ll go in on three.

I nod.

She closes her eyes for one second, and I wait. I have learned to trust her methods. She is a killer from the first water, even before my training, and now that killer focuses.

She opens her eyes, and I can see the switch in her eyes. She nods, and then we go.

She jumps in, it takes her one shot, and a man is on the floor, and then we both point our guns at my brother.

I haven’t seen him in a very long time. His best years are behind him; he got fat and looks quite sick.

My eyes fall onto the girl strapped to a table, her dress pushed up. My eyes narrow.

I didn’t know what I expected, but this wasn’t it. I know he is a rapist bastard who took his own daughter many times, but after what I overheard of their conversation, I believed him to treat Sophie differently.

“Mia carissima sorella,” he says in his superior glee of a voice. But I am not his dearest sister. I am his death.

“What did you do to her?” asks Kat.

“Her?” he asks. “What do you think I did?”

“Stop the bullshit, or I’ll perforate you,” says Kat with a dangerous growl.

“I am certain you will not,” he says, almost cheerfully, and laughs. A laugh I haven’t heard in many years, and it triggers me. It triggers the memories and the anger.

“And why do you think that is?” I ask him.

“Because of this,” he says and holds up a small cylinder with a button on top. “Let us say it is life insurance. I will blow us all up. The entire house, you, everything.”

Kat and my eyes meet for a nanosecond.

Merda, I curse in my mind.

“How dare you?” he says arrogantly. “How dare you attack me, you foolish woman?”

Now, it is my time to chuckle.

“I am not attacking you,” I say. “I am bringing death, and I am taking over.”

“You are not taking over,” he says, and his rich laughter rolls over me. “Because she is.” And he points at the girl.

I cannot believe what I just heard. Her. So she knew. She was meant to take over. And she played us the entire time. Murderous rage burns through me.

“Why strap her to the table then?” asks Kat.

“Well,” he says and looks me dead in the eye in his pride. “An heir is needed.”

Kat shifts very, very carefully further to the side. She has a plan, and I know I have to distract him.

“You fucked her?!” I shout exaggeratedly to make him focus his attention on me. His dead eyes flicker in amusement. And I don’t know what happens, maybe it was Kat’s words that made her a human being to me, but seeing her in the same position I have once been in—a heavy sinking feeling stirs in my stomach. One, I cannot allow.

A downward grin of pride appears on his face.

At that moment, Kat shoots. I hear it, see it. A precision shot that rips off his thumb that was hovering about the button for the detonator. He screams. Blood is spraying. She lunges for him, grabs his arm, takes the detonator and within a second, he is on the ground, in her lock. It is not easy to wrestle down a man of his size, but she knows her stuff.

Damn, this woman.

Kat turns her head and grins at me.

“Well, that was fun,” she says.

I lower my gun and walk over to her.

“Who’s laughing now, bastardo?” I say, and kick him in the face.

There are cable ties on the table next to the girl, and I give Kat some, so she can fix him up.

“Now, you,” I say to the girl. “You thought you could play me. But I told you I’d come for you.”

She just lies there, her eyes empty.

She opens her mouth and whispers something.

I lean in to hear.

“I know where he buried him,” she whispers. “Your son.”

My body freezes. The body I have never found.

“Tell me where,” I whisper back, in shock, completely forgetting the world around me.

“Where it all began,” she says weakly, and no more words come. I want to grab her, shake her.

I cut the cable ties on her legs, walk around and remove the first cable tie from the girl’s wrist, waiting to see if she does anything, but she just lies there, like drugged. Maybe she is. Maybe she is hallucinating. I have seen girls like her before; it’s when they have been broken so far that it takes their soul. I know the feeling. Because I was her when I was sixteen.

Suddenly, a very bad feeling crawls up on me.

I turn to the door, but it is too late.

Kat shoots and dives into the cover of the desk, but we both know there are too many. My knife falls to the ground as I let go of it to pull both guns. Who am I not trying?

I shoot from the cover of the table. Blood is running from Kat’s shoulder; she was hit.

Merda! I curse.

Over a dozen guns are pointed at us, men shouting in Sicilian, telling us to show our hands. I recognise some of the men; they are known on the island. I look at all of them carefully as I bring up my hands with the two guns in them. When we make it out of here, none of them will live.

Kat is reluctant.

“Do it,” I tell her. “There’s no point.”

I know she likes a good fight, but thirteen against us like this is impossible.

“Take them to the arena,” orders Giuseppe, who was lifted up by one of the men and now holds his thumb wrapped in a cloth. “This will be a show,” he adds with a cackling arrogance.

The arena.

My father took men there to kill them slowly. To rip them apart and make a bloody mess out of those who betrayed him.

I am grabbed, my guns taken, ripped up.

The most vulnerable moment will be the transit. Kat knows it. I know it.

Our eyes meet for a single second—hers flash down to her pocket as she is fixed up. The detonator. She’s insisting. I shake my head as carefully as possible. Only as a last resort.

“Pigghiamu Antonella. Purtala supra. Iḍḍa è la cchiù mpurtanti. Sarà iḍḍa ô capu quannu non ci sugnu cchiù,” says Giuseppe.

“What did he say?” asks Kat in a whisper as we’re both taken to the door.

“Take Antonella upstairs; she is the most important because she will be in charge when I am gone,” I tell her. The hate I feel for him and the girl right now burns in my chest and chews my insides.

“So she’s—“ Kat begins, but doesn’t come far because Giuseppe hits her with a gun in the face.

“Shut up,” shouts Giuseppe. I will murder him, and if I have to blow us all up in the end.

We are pushed down the corridor, and doors are opened as we get deeper into the catacombs of the masseria. Finally, we reach the round room, with sand on the ground, framed by old brick walls. A muddy scent of death trails up my nose. We are fixed onto the wall with ropes, wrists and ankles through rings in the stone, like on a St. Andrews Cross. There is not much we can do.

Light is scarce, except for the one that falls in from the corridor through the open door.

“Sorella,” says Giuseppe, and hits me in the face. I spit at him. “First, I’ll take care of this one here,” he says and walks over to Kat. “You shot my thumb,” he says. “And you will pay with your life for it.”

Kat laughs.

“Kill me, and you will be evaporated,” she says.

“Is that so?” he asks.

“It is,” she says. “You and this land will be dust and sand.”

He laughs, and in my stomach, an anger I have yet to experience, forms.

“I’d listen to her,” I say. “Her wife will stomp you in the ground and everyone who was ever involved with you.”

His cackling laughter resounds through the room, reflecting on the stones and trailing back to us from every angle.

“A woman will evaporate me?” he asks and takes a step back. “You are funny. No woman will ever beat me.”

At that moment, a shot resounds through the air, so loud it cuts through the air. His eyes snap to me, and he stares at me for this infinite moment of horrified realisation as the resounding waves from the walls fill my ears. Giuseppe’s eyes roll up, and his body falls to the ground with a shattering thud of utmost finality as pounds of flesh meet the stone.

I am too perplexed watching him fall to realise what has happened.

I glance up.

His men have all the guns drawn.

“You will stay down,” she says. “I am taking over, as he has intended.”

I look at…the girl.

Walking over to us in her floral dress and heels with a gun in her hand.

My gun.

I want to murder her. Crush her into pieces. So much that my body feels like it’s about to rip apart. It is screaming the words I cannot voice. Giuseppe was mine to kill. Thirty-four years.

Finally, I find my voice.

I scream in rage and try to free myself from the fixation.

The men look at each other.

“You heard him,” she says and leans down to Giuseppe, taking a ring from his finger. The family ring.

“That was for touching me,” she whispers at him.

Murderous rage consumes my chest. I need to rip her limbs off. How dare she take what was mine? How dare she take my final act? How dare she take control?

“He was dying anyway,” she says as she comes up.

He was dying anyway, I repeat in my mind. So he was sick. And she was in. They worked together to get to me. Betrayal! shouts the voice in me.

“You see that?” she asks the men around her. “You will follow my orders from now on, and anyone who doesn’t will end like him, do you understand?”

It takes a moment, but one of the men nods and lowers the gun. So does a second. And the others follow. I can’t believe my eyes.

“Good,” she says arrogantly. Her entire demeanour is so different. “You will go clean up the mess upstairs and wait for further orders. No one acts without or speaks about this without my authorisation. Now, leave.”

What an actress she is, to make Kat and me believe she was an innocent bystander. Nothing about her is innocent.

“Now, you two,” she says dangerously, and turns to Kat and me as the men leave grudgingly.

She does not speak again until they are all gone. I am sure she will kill me just like she killed Giuseppe. Cold bitch.

She tilts her head as she takes a step closer to me.

“Interesting how things can change, isn't it?” she asks gleefully.

I spit at her in disgust.

She doesn’t react.

Instead, she turns and cranes her neck to look through the door.

“Everyone’s gone,” she says, and when she turns, a huge grin appears on her face as she bites her lips with all her front teeth.

I don’t quite understand⁠—

“How was I?” she asks Kat, and Kat grins. “I guess this was the moment?”

“Pretty convincing, yes,” says Kat, and they both laugh.

I close my eyes for a second as I understand what has happened.

I suck in my lips because I want to murder Kat right this moment for playing me.

The girl frees Kat before she turns to me.

“Give me one good reason why I should free you,” she says.

“You better not,” I say, “Because I am going to kill you!” I roar, and my voice resounds through the catacombs.

“Rose,” says Kat, but I am in no mood.

“Don’t fucking Rose me!” I shout. “You took my revenge, you planned—you, cazzo!”

“We planned nothing,” says Kat. “I simply told her to make him trust her and delay his death, so your stupid revenge fantasies jeopardise everything and accidentally start World War III!”

“Ti odio!” I shout.

“You can hate me all you want,” says Kat, “But it was brilliant how she did it.”

“Nothing is brilliant!” I shout. “She is his daughter, probably impregnated by that bastard and you—you!”

“I am not impregnated, fingers can’t do that,” she says coldly. “But I wouldn’t have killed him if not for touching me,” she adds, and her voice gets dangerously cold.

“Let me be very clear, I am not on your side. I wanted him to kill you. I wanted you vanished and see you dead, something he could provide. Looking back, maybe I should kill you, just like him.”

She is angry. Disgusted. I see it in her eyes. The flip that’s switched after killing someone.

“Sophie,” says Kat. She must’ve seen it, too, but Sophie does not react. Her upper lip trembles as she stares at me and draws the gun.

“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t,” she says, holding the gun to my forehead.
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Istare at the woman in front of the gun I am holding.

I don’t recognise myself right now.

I don’t even know who I am or what I am doing here.

I killed a man. And the moment I pulled the trigger, my memories came back. Everything came back. Everything they prepared me to do. Everything I should have become. I was nothing but a tool to them.

Hatred burns through me and spins out of control.

Right now, I could burn down the world with everyone in it.

It’s the same hatred that made me kill.

Kill the man who touched me against my will.

A mafia boss.

Whose organisation I took over.

Me.

The woman who killed before.

When I was eleven years old.

Because of my father.

My father, who was in the mafia.

Everything was a lie.

Everything is a lie.

My entire life is a lie.

And I don’t even know who I am.

There is no going back.

I killed someone.

Everything I worked so hard for studying, and now I have become one of the people I studied.

What have I done?

“You studied criminology to make this world a better place,” says Kat. “That’s the reason.”

Kat. The woman who abducted and tortured me, yet she saved me from Rosalia. I somehow trust her the most. If I were to profile myself, I’d say it’s a severe case of capture bonding. And while I have all the knowledge, I can’t do anything about it. Because knowing and acting are two entirely different things.

“And how do you know that?” I ask without removing my eyes from Rosalia.

“I found the application for the NCA,” says Kat. It takes me a moment to process her words, but when I do, I turn on her, gun drawn.

“Who the fuck are you, that you have fucking access to private documents sent to the UK’s national crime agency?” I ask.

Kat smirks.

“I have access to the largest and most dangerous predatory software in the world,” she says. “My lovely wife developed it, and I am ridding the world of assholes. Assholes that are hiding in plain sight and high places.”

“A woman who tortures me is ridding the world of assholes,” I repeat. “The hypocrisy is appalling.”

“There’s nuance,” she says. “The question is if your will to do good is stronger than the will to kill her,” says Kat and points with her head at Rosalia.

Rosalia.

I turn back to her.

My free hand clenches into a fist, my nails digging painfully into my palm.

“She is the reason for all that happened to me,” I say. “My life is a mess because of her.“

“No,” says Kat. “Your life is a mess because of your father; this is just the aftermath.”

My gun-hand trembles in anger.

“Giuseppe would have gotten to you anyway,” Kat says. “He meant you to take over; this must’ve been planned a long while ago. He would have gotten to you and raped you until you would be pregnant with his heir.”

“What a consolation,” I say harshly. Hearing this sounds so absurd. Everything is so absurd. I have no idea what I am doing here. I have nowhere to go because hell will follow me everywhere. I did things I cannot outrun. I want my life back, my normal life with my anxiety and the boringness of it.

A tear rolls down my cheek as my heart aches for the life I had. How could everything become so messed up within the matter of a week?

I wipe the tear away.

“What shall I do?” I ask Kat and look at her. The question slips over my lips before I can think. It is absurd that I even ask her; she is part of the mess, and I hate myself for it.

“You lower that gun,” she says, “And then we make a plan. Because Giuseppe’s death will cause a reaction you can’t imagine. One you can stop.”

“Before, you said World War III,” I say.

“Yes. Giuseppe is not a local idiot who runs some drugs and launders money. He is the head of an untouchable criminal empire that holds the power over governments, rare minerals and the most human needs.”

I swallow as I understand the extent of it.

“And I am running that now,” I say. It was not a question, but a statement. One that scares the hell out of me.

“Technically, yes. But you will be challenged, and how you react will determine if you are accepted.”

“But I don’t want to⁠—“

“You will be dead if you don’t do it, Kiddo,” says Rosalia in an arrogant tone.

Kiddo.

I am not a kid.

My eyes snap back to her.

“And what’s with her?” I say. “She looks like she will murder me the moment I release her.”

“Because I will!” roars Rosalia. “I don’t trust you, you betrayed me, you took from me, you and your father⁠—“

“She will not kill you, I’ll make sure of that,” says Kat. “She has a bit of a temperament.”

“You call that a temperament?” I ask. “She’s a full-blown sociopath with questionable motives.”

“Ti vaju a ammazzari,” Rosalia curses at me.

“Nobody is going to kill anyone here,” says Kat. “Sophie, you don’t know Rosalia, but I have known her a long time, and what she does⁠—“

“Don’t,” growls Rosalia. “Don’t you dare tell her. She will not understand.” But Kat ignores her.

“She is taking from men what they have taken—in the shadows, to gain influence and slowly change the world order. It is time for a world where women rule. A world without wars and violence. ”

I look at Kat, and I have to laugh. This is the most absurd thing I have ever heard.

“You are crazy people,” I say. “Do you listen to yourself? Do you see yourself? You tell yourself that you do all that shit for a good cause, but in the end, you are no better than them! You torture, and abduct, and kill, and do God knows what!”

“See,” says Rosalia, “I told you she’s not getting the point.”

“You can’t rid a system built on violence without it,” says Kat to me, ignoring Rosalia. “You want to work as a profiler, you know the executive branch of a government needs force. Only what we do is take on those who hide within those structures, who would never see a judge.”

“But you are theirs?” I ask.

“Yes.”

“So you make the rules of who is bad and who is not? What force to use and what is the punishment?”

“Yes,” says Kat, and I scoff.

“You really don’t see it,” I say and gesture with the gun between them. “There is a reason power is split. And you—you are some crazy power-hungry people with a God-complex.”

“Rosalia takes over from men, who are rapists and abusers and traffickers and all sorts of other horrid things. She takes over so no one else can take it, someone who would do it without caring. I myself am more of a killer that doesn’t care what happens after, but Rosalia does.”

“Because she fucking cares,” I say sardonically. This is like a comedy gone wrong.

“It is your chance to do some good,” says Kat.

“Thanks, but no thanks,” I say. “I’d rather be on the other side of the system.”

“There will be no other side for you after this,” says Kat. “That ring on your finger made you a part of this side, one with no way back.”

“You made me do it,” I say coldly. “You manipulated me into doing it, so I don’t have a way back, just like you manipulated me into believing Luisa was being shot and raped.”

“You didn’t have to do it,” says Kat. “You killed, because you wanted to kill. I bet when you profile yourself, you’d see the anger issues, see the desperate need to bring justice, no matter what.”

And if I were completely honest, I’d acknowledge she was right. But what kind of person would that make me? Acknowledging that somewhere in my depth, the kill felt actually fucking good?

I need time to think. Make a plan. Vanish.

But I can’t. There will be men upstairs waiting for me to act. There will be people challenging me. I killed a mafia boss. I have read about the mobs and mafia structures in theory, and I have landed in a hell I was never meant to. Or maybe I was meant to, because of my father.

I always thought he was a decent man. But he was a rapist asshole, and that betrayal is the worst. And with one tiny, tiny part of me, I can understand Rosalia. Because if my father were still alive, I would have killed him, too.

“Make her behave,” I say, lower the gun, and turn to walk to the door. “If she so much as tries to kill me, I will kill her.”

Kat chuckles.

“Is that a yes?” asks Kat.

“A yes to what?”

“A yes to working together.”

“Do I have a choice?” I ask sardonically. “No. So you two, crazy as you are, are the better option. I would rather have a sociopath with a temperament and a, I’m pretty sure in your case, psychopath with a cause, around me than an angry mob that will kill me and everyone I know for existing.”

“I will not work with that,” says Rosalia like a reluctant toddler, disgust spilling from her.

Kat removes Rosalia’s restraints.

“You will work together,” Kat says to her.

I doubt that any of those words reach Rosalia. She is furiously mad at me, and sure enough, Rosalia acts as I expected.

“You don’t tell me what to do,” hisses Rosalia to Kat in a harsh tone. “She took my flesh, she took the kill from me, she is the debt, she is a liar, and she is a bitch I will not have anywhere near me.”

“Rose, for fucks sake, stop it and shut up,” says Kat, but it’s too late. Before anyone can stop me, I turn and punch Rosalia full on in the face. A crack cuts through the air, and I know her nose is broken. I hit her so forcefully that she stumbles to the side.

Martial arts classes were good for something at last.

Blood runs from her nostrils as she bends down and coughs. Satisfaction burns through me. Oh, how I have wanted to do that.

“That’s for calling me a bitch and all the things you put me through,” I say darkly.

“You little—“ she begins and swears something in Sicilian afterwards. I don’t care. She should be happy to still breathe.

“Your problem,” I say to Kat and walk away. Out of the room. To somewhere where I can think.

But I don’t come very far before I am grabbed by the neck with nails digging into my skin and thrown forcefully into the corridor wall next to me. I hit my head on the rough sandstone, and warm fluid runs down the side of my face.

“You don’t touch me and get to walk away,” Rosalia says.

Anger burns through me, and my skin feels like it’s on fire from it. I am going to murder her.

I have trained for this.

And I switch into a different self.

She wants to grab me, but I am faster. I take a step forward, grab her arm and pull her to my side, and now it’s her crashing into the wall. I spin around and bring her arm to her back, holding her in a lock between the wall and me.

She gasps from the pain.

“I am so going to murder you,” I whisper. I don’t even recognise myself; there is all this anger, all the rage.

She steps onto my foot with her heel, and I scream in pain and let go of her. She pushes me back, and I slam backwards into the opposite wall. I have her forearm pressing against my throat, and the tip of a knife biting into my skin where the carotid is. The scent of her heavy perfume rolls over me as she presses me backwards against the wall.

I hear Kat shout something, but I don’t care.

Her chest heaves up and down heavily, just like mine.

A grin appears on my face because I haven’t fought with anyone for months, and I have actually forgotten how much fun it is.

“You are what the dogs leave on the streets,” she says with disgust in her voice.

I chuckle darkly and spit at her, full in the face. The look I get could murder me alone.

“You have Sicilian fire, undoubtedly,” she says as she takes the hand with the knife to wipe off the spit—exactly what I counted on.

I box her in the sternum; she gasps and stumbles back. I grab the wrist from the arm with the knife and press. I have force in my grip because I lift three times a week. Heavy. She is slim, and while not untrained, she is a lightweight compared to me.

She tries to remove my hand by digging her nails into my skin, but I don’t care about scratches. I feel like high from what I am doing. There is no anxiety, no fear, no nothing, except this feeling of invincibility.

The knife falls from her grip as she grunts from the pain, and I kick it away without breaking eye contact with her. I like to see the pain in her eyes. And it’s because I do, that I don’t see her hand coming, that hits flat into my throat. I cough and stumble back from the pain it causes; I let go of her. It’s one of the spots the body is most vulnerable.

She pushes me back, and I’m hitting the wall behind me—hard. She presses me into it with her body, her hand closing around my throat, her knee between my legs.

We are both panting, our chests heaving up and down against each other. She is so close I can see every single one of her lines and pores.

It’s the first time I take her fully in. Those dark eyes I am looking into. The eyes that are almost black. Fiercely burning me with anger.

Somehow, my eyes wander down, just for the briefest of seconds.

She has these high, prominent cheekbones that many would kill for, and these full lips, red, slightly smeared and besmirched by the blood that has run from her nose and now dries on her skin. Lips that are slightly parted.

I gasp in because a tingling sensation rushed through me, reaching my core. And it scares the shit out of me.

My eyes shoot back up.

She looks at me, tilts her head, and wanders with her lips over to my ear without touching my skin. A shudder runs down my spine.

“You filthy little whore,” she whispers in my ear as I close my eyes, and my head falls slightly back. “I’ll destroy you slowly in ways that will make you beg me to kill you.”

I gasp in, but there is not much air as she closes her hand around my throat.

My core burns as never before.

“You were saying?” she asks me, but I don’t have words. Or air. Her hips press into mine, and I roll mine against her without consciously knowing it.

I don’t know what is happening to me.

A shot is fired, she pushes herself off me, and I snap back into myself.

I glance around. Kat. “Are you fucking done now?” she asks her gun pointed up into the air.

I look at Rosalia.

She stands there, gazing at me with slightly pursed lips and the hint of a smirk on her face.

“Well,” she says, dangerously arrogant, “It will be my pleasure breaking you.”
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ROSALIA
PLAYLIST: PLAY WITH FIRE SAM TINNESZ, YACHT MONEY



Iwatch her chest heave up and down against the wall, blood on the side of her face alongside a blue-ish swelling, a bruise on her throat where I hit her, and the marks on her wrists from before.

I must say, I am impressed by how she handled me; it was an exciting distraction, and it was definitely not the first time she had fought with someone, and will most certainly not be the last. The fire is spitting from her eyes, and I await her attack.

But nothing happens. She just stares at me. Challengingly. Daring me to lash out.

I know a brat when I see one, and I have absolutely no interest in them. I require extreme obedience. There is nothing done without my order, not even a blink, and none of my orders are questioned. That girl could never—not that I want her to. She might be a human I have to deal with for now, but it doesn’t change the fact that I haven’t forgotten what she has done.

What I desire to do is break her. And so I will, because I always get what I desire. I will take her soul and deliver it to the devil myself, in pieces, crushed and humiliated.

Although…I cannot say with confidence that the latter isn’t something she would actually enjoy. From what just happened, I am quite certain she has some sort of kink regarding humiliation, and who am I not to find out? It might make it infinitely more fun. If I can’t kill her right now, I might make the path to it at least enjoyable.

She pushes herself off the wall and turns to Kat with one derogatory glance at me.

“We’re done here,” she says and adds in a sardonic tone, “So much about keeping her in check.”

Kat laughs. She likes that girl, I can see it, and I despise her for it.

The girl walks away to the room we found her in.

“You know,” says Kat to me. “She would be the perfect fit for you.”

“A fit? For me?” I ask incredulously.

“You heard me,” she says cheerfully. “She’s the first one to disobey you that lives.”

“She lives, because she will be useful! Until then, I will use my time to break her. A way that will satisfy my desire to kill her even more.”

“Uh-huh,” Kat says. “Tell yourself that, but I was a witness to your little bickering.”

“You call that bickering?” I ask.

“You should see Lilian when she’s mad,” Kat says and pulls up her shirt. There’s a rose scar, relatively fresh. “She stabbed me with a knife because I ruffled her feathers in public.”

“What a lovely wife,” I say, not totally averse. “I can see why she did it. I feel that desire myself here and there.”

“Those who dish out should be sure they’re able to take it,” says Kat in her ignorant cheerfulness. “I made her sit on a glass fist for a day afterwards, gagged and blindfolded, she had to ride herself for hours.”

I have to laugh because I am a sucker for painful punishments.

“Now,” Kat says, “Let’s get a move on, before hell breaks loose.”

“It will anyway,” I say. “They won’t accept a woman as their leader. Let alone a little doll like her.”

“I don’t know,” Kat says. “They seemed to.”

“I’ll bet my entire fortune that there is mayhem upstairs. That girl can’t handle them.”

“I can hear you,” the girl shouts from the room, “And if you don’t stop calling me a girl, we can resume what we started. I can also handle myself quite well.”

Kat laughs, and I roll my eyes.

“I am just saying,” I say with a raised voice so she definitely hears everything, “Someone in the ranks will think it was his legacy to inherit, and the Commissione will come after her with every force they have.”

“What commissione?” she asks, and sticks her head out of the door.

“See,” I say to Kat.

“You can prep her,” says Kat.

“Or I can take it, because he is family.”

“She killed him, and they know it. Word travels fast,” she says.

“I’ll kill her then,” I say coldly.

“You won’t,” says Kat. “Not on my watch.”

“You'd better leave then and go back to your wife,” I snap at her.

“You’ll have to deal with me for the moment,” she says, “At least until we know your reckless stupidity didn’t collapse world order.” My nostrils flare as I breathe out.

“Do you mean the Cosa Nostra Commissione?” asks the girl from over in the room.

“Yes,” I say and walk over where she is. “How did you find that out?”

She is sitting on the desk she was tied to, her legs crossed, a pile of notebooks, files, and documents around her, one open in her hand.

“They prepared it,” she says and waves a journal at me. “Years ago. With the Commissione. Everything. My father was to take over. Giuseppe was sick; it must have progressed. He said the timeline moved up. It’s all documented here: How to bring it to the commission, how to deal with the men, how the structure is—not for me, but for and by my father. It was all planned, and regarding me, I have the men who heard it is to be me.”

She is so naive that it hurts.

She is a girl. Sitting there like a teenager on a bed with their favourite magazine, in a floral dress, like a child who has no idea of the brutality of life. Especially not the brutality of family structures.

My head wanders to the side as I read what she reads, because she holds it vertically.

January 2014 – June 2014, I read. At that moment, she lowers the book and looks at me with a drawn-up eyebrow.

I snap my head back up.

“Don’t you have things to do?” she asks me, and I have to breathe in and out very slowly to not end her right now.

“The things on my to-do list annoyingly include you,” I snap at her.

“Do it over there then,” she says, pointing at an armchair in front of which one of the dead men lies.

The audacity she has is unprecedented, and since I am no one to be ordered around, I do what I do: I walk around the desk, grab the chair, move it as close to her as possible, and sit down—legs spread confidently, one arm resting on the armrest, the other loosely with my hand on my inner thigh.

I stare at her provocatively as she looks at me over her shoulder. She scoffs, pursing her lips as the hint of a smirk appears on her face.

She leans forward, a black thing in her hand that looks like a square ball made from knotted leather strings. She holds the hand in my direction, leans slightly back, and it drops from her hand.

That thing is not a ball at all. It is a heavy paperweight, and it lands exactly on my foot.

“Cazzo!” I curse at her and jump up.

“Oopsie,” she says, “Was that your foot? Better keep your distance next time.”

Kat snorts from where she leans against the door frame, visibly amused. I have my mouth half open, my hand in front of it as I question all my life choices. Something that never happened before, and I ask the Lord what I have done to receive this.

The pain in my foot vanishes, and I take a deep breath.

“You know what,” I say. “I am not doing this. I’ll just let the commission kill you.” With that, I walk. I come to the door, where Kat stops me, takes me by the shoulders, and turns me back to her.

“Remember your mission. That woman,” Kat says, emphasising the word woman, “Is your way to reach it. Be nice.”

“I am not a nice person; you should be aware of that fact by now.”

“I am, reason I am still here, try your best.”

“I am a really nice person,” says the girl from over at the desk, as she swings her legs down and jumps off it. “People like me, because I lighten their day. And you,” she walks up to me, so close that I feel disturbed in my personal space, “Are one hell of a grumpy, angry, prejudiced, judging, mean-tempered person I ever had the unfortunate luck of meeting.”

My nostrils flare. That girl is becoming a stone in my shoe, and I have to do something about it. I grasp her jaw and lick over her face, just like a dog would. The metallic taste of blood on my tongue. I quite enjoy it.

“Eww!” she shouts, jumping backwards.

“Who’s too close now?” I ask her smugly, because it ticked her exactly where I thought it would.

She shakes herself and rolls back her shoulders, wildly wiping off my saliva.

Kat leans in from behind and whispers in my ear, chuckling.

“This will be so much fun indeed.”

I close my eyes for a second because I know there will be more than one annoying stone in my shoe very soon.

“Now, to the more pressing matters,” I say to navigate the topic elsewhere. “How do you intend to convince the commission you’re valid?”

“Well, it’s all in here,” she says and holds up the book she was reading. “They prepared it. Scripted it. Already talked it through. I’ll let the commission know. It was all set. Giuseppe was sick. And he said it in front of all the men, that I am to take over.”

“You’re foolish,” I say. “Foolish to think everything will be easy. It will get you killed, and hell will break loose.”

“Don’t radiate your negativity onto me,” she says. “I believe in positive thoughts. If I believe good things will happen, they will.”

“Foolish and naive,” I say.

“Well, I made it out of your little dungeon and was saved from being raped and managed to have you not at my throat every other second.”

I don’t know if I want to scream or laugh.

“I can’t,” I say, and aim to leave. “I can’t deal with someone like that.”

“You are a bitter woman,” she says. “I don’t want to deal with you either.”

My hands clench into fists and begin to tremble.

“Breathe,” says Kat. “Remember the mission.”

“Cazzo la mizzioni!” I shout, step out of the door, and draw back immediately.

“Gun!” I shout, pull Kat with me, and aim to get the gun from one of the dead men on the floor, but before I have it, the girl fires a shot, and a man falls to the ground.

He’s not dead.

“Did you come alone, or is there anyone else who wants to test how far they can go?” asks the girl as she takes the gun from him in a very different tone.

“No one follows the orders of a girl,” he says in broken English.

“Huh,” she says. “You better should have, now you're dead.”

And she shoots him again, in the head, turns and looks at Kat and me.

I stare at her because what I just witnessed doesn’t remind me of the girl from the catacombs anymore. She does not seem to care about it at all.

“That should be a statement,” she says, almost cheerfully.

“I think I liked the scared and pleading version of her more,” I say to Kat.

“I definitely don’t,” says Kat. “This version is so much more fun.”

“This version has killed already,” says the girl coldly. “So what’s the point. This version has studied the criminal mind and knows that an attack is the only way out when backed against a wall. And this girl also knows that she has to rely on herself because you two are operating on crazy.”
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SOPHIE
PLAYLIST: PUT IT ON ME – MATT MAESON



Iknow exactly two things. One, I won’t let life beat me. And two, the only way out of the situation I am in is forward. I will be dead if I don’t prove myself; the situation just made that clear.

Well, I may know a third thing: One day in the future, all this will catch up with me. Mentally as much as physically. Right now, I am in what psychology would describe as a dissociative state.

Although on second thought, I still feel many things. It’s not that I am completely numb, and I still have my rationality.

Maybe my mind just snapped, and I listened to too many true crime podcasts and now think I can be a criminal myself.

Which is bullshit, but I don’t know why nothing of it affects me.

I just killed a person, and I don’t care.

I, who has always been a ball of anxiety, am now this different version. Fearless, careless, provocative.

Okay. I have always been provocative. I won’t let anyone ruin my peace, least of all a grumpy bully like that woman. I hate people like her.

Maybe it doesn’t do anything to me because it’s either him or you, a voice in my mind says.

“No,” I answer. “That’s not me.”

Two pairs of eyes look at me.

“What?” I ask.

“What’s not you?” asks Kat.

“I—“ I begin. “Did I say that out loud?”

“You did.”

“Huh,” I say. “I was just talking to myself.”

“And what were you talking to yourself about in your mind?” asks Rosalia in her arrogant manner.

“Never you mind,” I say.

See, you’re going mad, says the voice. I don’t answer it this time.

“I’m going up there,” I say.

“Not in that dress,” says Rosalia.

“And why is that?” I ask, building myself up, hands on my hips.

“That was meant to make you look cute and nice, so Giuseppe would see you’re no threat,” she says, “Those men need to see you as a leader.”

“And a woman in a floral dress can’t be a leader, sure,” I say. “You all need to work on your prejudices here.”

“Don’t you understand?” shouts Rosalia at me. “You set foot into the most male-dominated field you can ever be in. Women don’t have a say here! They’re not respected; they are used. And you will not make them obey, because it’s arrogant men who have to piss all over the place.”

“While I do agree with you on men pissing all over the place,” I begin strategically, before I add, “It is time for change, and I will make them respect me.”

I am a very thick-headed person, and I will not change just because she says so.

“You are a twenty-four-year-old fool with a not-fully developed brain that will be dead within a day,” she says despairingly.

Oh, wrong choice of words.

“I might be twenty-four, but don’t you dare underestimate me,” I say threateningly. “I jumped two classes, have a bachelor's and a master’s degree, I published seven articles on human behaviour while studying, I got a scholarship for a PhD in forensic psychology because I was the best of my entire fucking year, I speak four fucking languages fluently and can tell you 216 digits of Pi after the comma in the correct order, for fucks sake,” I now shout, gesturing wildly.

“I am kind, I help others, took care of my sick mother for years, while studying, while working, while researching. I am intelligent, I know what I want from life, and I have a plan. Had a plan. Because then you happened.”

I breathe in, and my voice gets dangerously angry. “You. You! You, bitter, grumpy woman who knows everything better, because you’re ‘older’. The fuck you do. Older doesn’t make you wiser; the capacity for meta-cognition does, and you have less of that than the average man.”

I snap my hand at her in a way every Italian would be proud of.

“I think I'll call you Antonella from now on,” she says as if nothing had happened, and I just didn’t insult her.

“Call me what you want, I couldn’t care less,” I snap at her. “I’m going upstairs now.”

I take one of the guns lying around in the room, and the other I took from Rosalia and stalk out of the room.

“You two get out of here,” I say. “Before anyone finds you.”

“Told you, she has fire,” says Kat.

Rosalia only grunts.

As I get distance between them and me, a sinking feeling crawls up on me. Rosalia vexed me so much that I didn’t realise what was really going on. What I am about to do.

They might be right. Maybe none of the men will accept me.

What did you learn about presence in the room when being in contact with cheating, lying criminals? I ask myself. You learned about the criminal mind.

I hear voices in the room in front of me. Okay.

You’re superior. It’s eat them or get eaten.

“Tak-tak,” I say as I lean arrogantly in the door frame. “Who else thinks they can kill me?” I say slowly, watching all their reactions closely. “You'd better come forth now. Your little friend is dead; you better be careful.”

One of the men looks at me with slits of eyes. I registered him because his body language became aggressive the moment I stepped into the room.

Then there is one in the back, he tries not to draw attention; he’s a shadow, unobtrusive, blending in. He’s one to be careful of. The silent ones are the sneakiest.

“No one?” I ask. “Well, I make that easy, the takeover was long planned. That legacy was to become mine. Mine. I will inform the Commissione, and none of it will be your concern,” I say, stringing together information from my father’s journals and things Rosalia said.

“Whoever tries anything that will cause me harm, know you will move against Giuseppe’s memory, and debt will be collected,” I add, entirely improvised, but it seems to have its effect. I also realise I sound like Rosalia, and for this one tiny moment, I hate myself for it. But I can’t show it. I can’t be the scared version of myself anymore. Not here.

“You,” I say, pointing at the man with the aggressive posture. “You don’t agree.”

“Do I?” he asks.

“I didn’t ask you a question; I require a statement,” I say.

“You come here, puppet, like a bitch and take what was never yours. Women don’t have a say here,” he says. “We should take and fuck you.”

Men are really the most disgusting thing on the planet. After pigeons. But not even those scare me right now.

“Try me,” I say silently.

“I am no fool,” he says. “You will shoot me, like you shot him, murderer.”

Murderer.

“I am no murderer,” I say. “I fulfilled a dying man’s wish.”

Silence. And I let him sit with it.

“Also, I don’t need to shoot you because I can beat you up with my hands alone. Ask the woman downstairs, she got quite a bit of that,” I say, and add carelessly. “But if you rather wish me to shoot you now, who am I to deny?”

He laughs arrogantly.

“A girl can’t beat me up,” he says and flexes his muscles.

My eyes flash to the silent man in the back; he is watching intensely.

“Well,” I say. “You better prove it then. No guns, a word is a word.”

I silently congratulate myself for acting and speaking like a criminal.

He scoffs.

“Big mouth and nothing behind?” I know I am provoking him. But I need this win. It also couldn’t be any better. Those men who are all muscle and no brain are the easiest to immobilise, because they don’t train flexibility. They train force, but force is easily eliminated by the right movement and conversions. They also don’t have the speed of someone who has trained in different martial arts.

“Come on, show me what you got,” I say, and add. “Pussy.”

It is the one word that pushes him over the edge. He storms at me, calling me something in Sicilian, tries to hit me, but I duck, jump out of the way, grab his arm, make him fall with my leg, and he’s on the floor with my knee on his spine, pulling up his arm behind his back.

“I don’t need a gun,” I say and pull his arm higher. He screams.

“I know ways to knock you out with one grip, one punch, one hit,” I say dangerously, watching how the silent man in the back reacts. “I will let you go now. You will kneel in front of me and be a good boy until I tell you otherwise. If not, we can repeat this until you understand that I am the boss now.”

I have to laugh internally at my own acting performance. But it feels like everything in my life has prepared me for this.

Maybe it has, says the voice in my mind. My father and Giuseppe have arranged my life. Maybe they pushed me in that direction.

Or maybe you were born for this, says another voice. The one I have encountered in self-reflection and meditation. The voice with grandiose thoughts, but I have chosen not to act on them. I am kind. And caring. Well, to those who deserve it. But then, all of these men here, including the one to my feet, are all a product of bad decisions and external influences, and I will extend them the benefit of the doubt.

Once upon a time, when I started studying psychology, I thought every human was good in their nature. And then I made my master's in criminology; it was a rough awakening.

I myself thought I was a good person. And now I killed someone. I killed someone when I was young. I didn’t even remember that until I pulled the trigger on Giuseppe. It was the flash, the feeling, the tension in my muscles, and suddenly the images flooded back. But I don’t have an emotional connection to any of them.

I killed, although I was convinced I was a good person. And it doesn’t do anything to me. Just like Kat. Just like Rosalia.

I am no better than they are.

And it leaves me wondering whether we humans are more evil than good.

The man at my feet gets on his knees, turns, and I see he is not surrendering. He has my knee in his face before his hand touches me. As he bends down from the pain, I slap his neck with my flat, full force, and he sinks to the ground, unconscious.

The other men laugh, not at me, but at him; one of them nods in appreciation. It’s the one who convinced the others to leave earlier. I walk up to him.

“Sugnu Antonella,” I say to him. “Comu ti chiami?”

“Rosario,” he says. He had my back before, and I’m building a relationship. It’s a strategy. The more of a person I am to them, the less likely they are to turn on me.

“Me and Totò over there—“ he points at the silent man in the back, “Are the capo mandamento he informed, and we were told that you are the most important, to always honour famiglia.”

I squint my eyes slightly. It feels hard to trust right now, because I don’t know any of them.

“And why did he tell you that is?” I ask.

“A word,” he says. “A word given is the law.”

“It is,” I say, nod, and walk over to the silent man called Totò.

“You disapprove,” I say. “Why?”

He considers me for a moment.

“Not necessarily. There are many powerful men waiting to be next in line,” he says in a rather sophisticated English. “I believe the odds are against you.”

“I understand,” I say. “What were the odds of me knocking him out?” I ask and tilt my head to the muscle guy on the floor.

Totò smirks.

I take him in. He is different from the others. He wears a casual suit combined with jeans. Overall, the impression is quite colourful compared to all the others, which are dressed in black or grey.

“What did he mean to you, Giuseppe?” I ask.

“He raised me like a son,” he says. “I have to say, I was astonished he did not consider me. But one day he came to me and said, “Salvatore⁠—“

“Wait, you’re Salvatore?” I ask.

“I am, Totò is merely a nickname.”

My body relaxes slightly because the last entry in my father’s journal has been a name, along with a scribbled note: Salvatore. The only one to be trusted. I don’t know why I trust my father’s words, but it feels right—although I will not lower my guard.

“He did consider you,” I say, and Salvatore raises his eyebrows.

I mouth the word ‘later’.

“Anyone else who questions my authority?” I ask.

No one reacts.

“Good,” I say. “We will clean up this mess here. I’m leaving you in charge, Rosario. I don’t want to see one drop of blood when I come back. I trust you to take care of it,” I say, and Rosario nods at me.

“Salvatore, you are coming with me; we have a meeting to prepare. If anyone has an issue with anything, you come to me directly. I might be young, you might not know me, but I grew up here, and I know and hear many things,” I say as I walk out the door.

One day, this will all come down on me. Lies like this can’t be upheld.

“And tell him to decide whether his loyalties lie with me now or if he needs further convincing when he wakes up,” I add without looking as I step over the man on the floor.

Salvatore follows me.

We walk. I take him to the room I was in before, the one plastered with pictures of me.

“I was told you are the only one I shall trust,” I say after closing the door. Salvatore glances around the room and is visibly taken aback.

“Have you never been in here?” I ask.

“Never, it was out of bounds.”

“Well, it isn’t now. You see, Giuseppe planned this a long time ago. I was instructed to trust you, so I will.”

I won’t trust any of them entirely, because Giuseppe was a lying bastard and a rapist, but for the time being, I’ll pretend to.

Salvatore nods.

“Do you hold a grudge against me?” I ask.

“Yes,” he says.

“Because it should have been you?”

“Yes,” he says again. He seems to be a man of few words.

“Has Giuseppe told you why he didn’t give it to you?”

“Yes,” he says hesitantly. “Because he didn’t see me as a leader, rather as a valuable asset,” he says and walks down a row of photos hanging on the wall.

“What made him think that you are not a leader?”

“I am gay,” he says, quite bitterly. “And apparently a woman as a leader is less appalling than a gay man.”

I almost choke on my own saliva. Because I am the gayest gay from the moment I started thinking about others.

“What makes you so valuable?” I ask to navigate the topic elsewhere.

“I have studied overseas,” he says. “Ivy League, many contracts with relevant positions.”

“You are the international man,” I say, and he seems surprised I know of everything that happens outside of Sicily, but then, he doesn’t know what Kat told me about the organisation.

“I suppose I am,” he says.

“I want you to be my right hand,” I say, because I need his trust, his commitment, his connection. “Meaning, you will be in on everything. I will give you privileges he didn’t give you. Is that something you are willing to do?”

“I am,” he says, turning to me. “I assume there is a condition.”

“There is,” I say. “I am entrusting you with everything. Therefore, your loyalty will lie with me, unconditionally. You will be my eyes and ears, you will not keep anything from me, and you will swear to it with your life.”

I’d make a good villain in a movie, I tell myself in my mind. That act was actually great.

“I swear to my life,” he says.

There is a moment of pause.

“Do you have family, Salvatore?”

“A sister. My mother died, and my father was murdered for his—“ he hesitates. “Misdeeds.”

Suddenly, a shudder runs over my arms with goosebumps spreading over them. I stare at him, and the question comes over my lips without me actively thinking.

“Who is your father?” I ask.

He does not look at me, but stands in front of the massive painting.

“Antonio,” he says, and my entire body clenches. “Antonio Amato. Which makes you my sister, half-sister, but still, you are family.”

A brother, says a voice of longing in my head. A voice I silence. It has no place in me anymore. It is the voice of the woman I was. The person I am now stares at the man in front of her like dead inside.

From an objective perspective, my life should fall apart right now. I should be horrified, have another panic attack, but I feel nothing. Just nothing.

“Who was your mother?” I ask.

“Giuseppe’s sister,” he says, and I blow my cheeks, because my mind finally understands how everything is connected.

“How many siblings are there?” I ask.

“Giuseppe, Rosalia and Domenica,” he says. “Domenica, my mother, died in 2002.”

“The year I was born,” I say.

“Yes. She killed herself because she could not stand knowing Antonio had been made to have another child with another woman.”

“Fuck,” I say with my hand in front of my mouth.

She killed herself because I exist, says the voice in my head.

“It was Giuseppe,” I say. “He made him do it, didn’t he?”

“He did,” he says. “My mother could not bear more children.”

“What a piece of shit,” I say as words slip from my mouth.

Salvatore chuckles and says nothing.

This is such a mess. And I somehow managed to land in the middle of it.

“You know,” I say. “A week ago, I was standing in front of the Eiffel Tower, dreaming of a life in London with my best friend, a family, and starting my PhD. Now, I am here, knowing my best friend was a staged actor, after being abducted, tortured, almost killed, with a brother I didn’t know there is, and I was made head of an organisation that generally does not accept women.”

“Life can be quite ungrateful,” he says.

I want to agree. And yet, I don’t. Thinking back to the life I had, there is no way back to it. I can miss it all the way I want, and it will not change the fact that I can never go back.

I am not Sophie anymore. Sophie is someone from the past, someone like an old friend, who vanished the moment I learned my entire life was a lie.

I lost track of Sophie. Nothing connects me to her anymore. Maybe I was never Sophie. Sophie was a version I hid behind to occlude who I really was.

I am Antonella. Antonella Amato. And I am the Capo.
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ANTONELLA
PLAYLIST: JUDGEMENT DAY – STEALTH



“Here,” says Salvatore as he hands me a pile of books, a phone and a laptop, where I sit at the desk in a study I took over.

Piles of books, old journals, and endless folders are spread over the desk and the room. I am in an information-gathering phase because I won’t have much time until my knowledge and power are challenged.

“It’s all set up, as well as your room, the wardrobe and the salon as you requested. I also organised the Sicilian teacher, she will arrive at four.”

“Thank you,” I say as I take the phone from him.

“You are required for a meeting with the Commissione in two days’ time,” he says. “What happened has come to their attention. They appeared very displeased with the unplanned order of action and not being informed.”

“I understand,” I say. I expected as much. I knew someone would leak. “We will proceed as planned. How is the mood?”

“I can’t confirm there won’t be any disruption.”

“Is it the muscle boy again?” I ask.

“He seems to have no further questions, but there is some struggle for power that should be addressed.”

I breathe out long, blowing out my cheeks.

They’re like a pack of wolves. Just without the rules.

“Who do you think is most vulnerable?”

“Those two,” he says and points to the names with their photos on the map.

I nod, making a mental note to be very careful, before I dive back into what I was doing.

It is a lot, and I live under constant hyper-vigilance, and yet some sort of excitement resides in my chest. Of course, I didn’t think it was easy, but I didn’t know it would actually be exciting. While studying, we had all the fake and rarely real cases where we had to analyse hypothetical questions. Now, I am diving into a criminal organisation from the inside, and I can use all I have learned for the first time.

I had Salvatore tell me everything about family structures, and we drew a huge map of all the connections and names. I am quite bad at remembering names, so I memorised them in my mental palace, where I string names and information into a world I created in there.

It is basically a corridor with doors, each of which has a number, and it’s the digits of Pi. Behind every door is a room with different boxes where I categorise the information.

Now, I’m working myself through Giuseppe’s notes. Routes, accounts, and people he was in contact with. I secretly list everything.

“Is there anything else you need?” Salvatore asks.

“Not for the time being,” I say. “I’ll give you a call. I’m working through all the stuff here. Unless you have something?”

“There is one thing,” he says. “There has been a hiccup with a shipment in the Gulf of Mexico.”

“What does hiccup mean?”

“The ship has been flagged, and the DEA has set out to investigate.”

“What’s on it?” I ask, fully focusing on Salvatore.

“Coffee, thirty-three numeri, and cocaine with a value of forty-two million. They were preparing the swab outside the jurisdiction and a load off to three smaller vessels, one going to the Port of Houston, one to the Port of Palermo, and the other to the Port of Rome.”

I swallow. Forty-two million.

“What are numeri?”

“Humans.”

Goosebumps spread over my arms. Not of the good kind.

“Has that happened before?”

“Never.”

“It’s a power grab,” I say. “Who else knew of the shipment except you?”

Salvatore points at the two men he has shown me before. “He takes care of the ports in Palermo, and the other for Rome.”

I have no idea what to do. I don’t dare ask what Giuseppe would have done. I can’t look weak. Although I might be able to frame it differently.

“I assume there is a protocol?”

“Dumping,” he says. “Which would be catastrophic.”

“We’re not dumping humans,” I say. “Get me those two, I’ll make a call. Give me the vessel number and container identifications.”

“A call?” he asks as he writes everything on a piece of paper from his phone.

“Yes,” I say. “I might be young, but I have invaluable contacts. You will have an answer when you’re back.”

He nods and leaves.

I take the phone and call Rosalia.

“It’s me,” I say on the phone without a hello. “I need to speak to Kat.”

“You are still alive,” she says, surprised.

“I am, Kat, please. It’s important.”

“Here,” says Rosalia, annoyed and hands the phone.

“Yes?” says Kat.

“Listen, I don’t have much time. There is a shipment in the Gulf of Mexico, I believe someone is trying to overthrow me, and there must have been intel that was given to the DEA. I am taking care of the mole here, but I need this shipment saved. There are thirty-three people on it. I need them saved; otherwise, they will be dumped. And cocaine, worth forty-two million. You said you have intelligence and contacts⁠—“

I prepare myself for questions and further explanation, but instead, Kat asks, “Which vessel?” She asks in a tone that is so efficient that I am rather surprised.

I give her the details.

“What’s the timeframe?”

At that moment, Salvatore returns.

“Time frame?” I ask him.

“Less than an hour,” he says, the two men entering after him.

“You heard?” I ask.

“I did, I can’t promise anything, but I am rarely unsuccessful.”

I chuckle.

“Let me know,” I say, hang up and put the phone aside. I lean onto the desk, my elbows on it and my hands in a triangle of authority with the fingertips touching in front of me.

“So,” I say, slowly, before I look at them darkly. And right this moment, I feel like I’m in an interrogation room. I am interviewing criminals to find out who the culprit is.

Only that I own this room now. I can do whatever I want. Not restricted by anyone's direction.

A smirk appears on my face.

“It has come to my attention that one of our vessels was flagged by the DEA,” I say, watching them closely. “The question is, which of you two gave the intel to them?”

One of the men explodes and shouts in Sicilian.

“English, please.”

“How dare you accuse us!” he shouts.

The other asks, “Why do you suspect us? Could have been anyone.”

Neither denies it; they’re deflecting.

“Well,” I say. “Give me your phones.”

The angry one shouts in Sicilian again. Salvatore translates. “He says something along the lines that he’s not giving you anything, because you try to stick it to him like poop on his shoe.”

A downwards smile appears on my face as I scoff, and the other one hands the phone to me, reluctantly.

I take it, unlock it with his face, and look up the phone's details. I take a photo with my phone and send it to Rosalia’s number.

YOU


Check for any connections




I place it on the desk in the meantime. I lean on the desk, one hand on the gun in the back of the black high-waisted trousers Salvatore organised for me, together with the silk blouse I am wearing. Black is not my style at all, but we agreed it might be the better choice than a floral dress for the time being, until the storm has calmed. And while I disagreed, I wanted to give Salvatore the feeling that he matters.

“Last chance,” I say to the other man. “Give it to me now, or I will have to make an assumption. And that assumption will be that you are a traitor.”

“You are the traitor,” says the man and spits on the floor. He aims for his gun, but I am already waiting for it.

I pull my handgun and shoot before he has his in his hand.

“I will not allow betrayal,” I say as I walk up to the man on the floor with the life vanishing from his eyes as he coughs out blood, and I spit on him.

Salvatore nods slowly, apparently approving of the measures taken.

My phone vibrates.

I look at the display. A message from an unknown number, that must be Kat.

UNKNOWN NUMBER


none found




“Now, you,” I say. “You were honest and followed orders, and are hereby dismissed. But I am warning you, if you try anything, please be good, because I will be breathing down your neck the moment you try. Tell that to the others who think about going the same route as him,” and I tilt my head to the man on the ground.

My last words stick with me, because Rosalia has said the very same, and I have judged Rosalia for being who she is, acting the way she does, and now—now I am becoming her.

I kill people. It is the fourth person I have killed in my life.

They have deserved it. They have done very bad things, says a voice in my mind.

And I am becoming the very same I accused Rosalia and Kat of being. Now, I am the hypocrite.

Or you simply do what you have to survive, says the voice.

Maybe, I answer myself. But maybe they are doing the very same.

A feeling spreads through me. One that tells me I might have done both of them some injustice.

But then, they kidnapped me and tortured me. That should make us even.

“I must say,” says Salvatore, “I underestimated you.”

“Thank you,” I say. “Can you take care of that? I’d rather not have him lying around here.”

“He has a wife, shall he be returned?”

“Kids?”

“No.”

“Vanish him. Let this be an example to them.”

My phone vibrates, and I answer.

“I’m giving you coordinates,” Kat says, and my phone vibrates against my cheek. “You can let the shipment be picked up there. We are taking the people to a safe harbour.”

“As expected,” I say and add, “We’ll be in touch.” Telling her I can’t talk more right now.

“Be careful,” she says, “The number is traced to some bad stuff.”

“It’s been taken care of,” I say and hang up.

I open the laptop and enter the coordinates Kat has sent me.

It’s somewhere in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. At this point, I don’t even want to know how she made that possible. Someone with capabilities like hers must have connections in high places and resources beyond.

“Organise a pickup to these coordinates,” I say to Salvatore, handing him the coordinates written on paper. Make sure they reach the original ports on time with the vessels that were expected to pick up.” The last thing I know is that there was some major incident involving all sorts of food chains.

“How did you pull that off?” he asks.

“I have made some powerful friends over the years. Friends with resources.” He looks at me with slits as eyes.

“Friends who will take the numeri as payment.”

“You traded them for the safety of the drugs,” he says.

I look at him. Things couldn’t play out any better for me. He and no one else knows they are in safety, and I am perceived as a cold, calculating Capo.

“It was thirty-three lives or a disruption that would cost a lot more lives than theirs. A decision had to be made.”

The corner of Salvatore’s mouth tugs up.

“I can see now why Giuseppe picked you,” he says and leaves for the door. There he stops. “Rest assured, you have my full support, sister.”

Sister.


15


ROSALIA
PLAYLIST: FINISH LINE – SATV MUSIC



“Itold you she’ll make it,” says Kat.

“What a shame,” I say.

“Rose,” says Kat and rolls her eyes. “She does what we wanted her to do. She is currently leading an empire that would otherwise blow up everything. She handled the shipment situation. I bet she gained some of their trust; it will all work out.”

“You couldn’t crack her phone?”

“No, Zeus couldn’t infiltrate it. They must have run the same protection on it like on Giuseppe’s phone.”

“It was probably his, just a new number, otherwise she wouldn’t have had my number.”

Silence passes. I am occupied in my mind. I was so sure she’d be dead by now. That girl—that woman. I can’t even call her girl anymore. She is no girl. She is a woman. A woman who stepped up into a world she pretended to know nothing about and excelled. It does not sit right with me.

“She’s meeting with the commission in an hour,” says Kat.

“Are you two chatting now?” I ask.

“We are exchanging information,” says Kat.

“She will be dead afterwards. The men in the room are a minimum of twice her age, she will be ripped apart and end up as a used doll buried somewhere no one will find her,” I say harshly.

Kat narrows her eyes at me.

“Rose, are you envious of her?” she asks, and I explode.

“Envious?” I shout. “Of that thing? She is a stone in my shoe that pokes me every day a bit more!”

“Then, what is it that enrages you so much?” she asks. “I mean, look at you. If you aren’t envious, might it be that you are intrigued by her?”

“I am not intrigued!” I curse.

Anger rises in me. That thing. Intrigued? If I am one thing, I am repulsed. And an image flashes through my mind. Accompanied by a feeling. A feeling of consuming superiority and a pull. A pull I felt for this one second, where she looked me in the eyes with a flicker in hers, pressed against the wall, blood on her face, her chest heaving up and down, and I called her a filthy whore—and she liked it.

It was the moment I knew she had a degradation kink, and the reason she didn’t break from what we did to her. It is what intrigued me for this one single moment. Because I see it as a personal challenge to break the one who has to pay the debt. The debt I now might never collect, because I cannot kill her. Because she is a human to me now. And she also knows where my son’s body is. I have to wait until I know, and then someone else can kill her.

“Not intrigued, huh?” Kat chuckles.

“Do you know where they’re meeting?” I ask to navigate the topic away.

“She didn’t say, somewhere remote.”

“The contacts I have don’t either.”

“I mean, I could pull cell phone log data from towers, there must be what, two dozen people meeting?”

“They won’t be foolish enough to allow cell phone use,” I say. “There won’t be guns or anything else allowed in the room.”

The afternoon goes by, and we hear nothing.

“I’m telling you, she is dead already.”

“She isn’t, if she were, I would know,” says Kat.

“And why is that?”

“Because she implemented a security measure so we can react.”

I sit up straight.

“Why am I only hearing this now?”

I don’t like it. I don’t like them close. I don’t like them talking about things I am not involved in. It takes control from me, and I am always in control.

“Because you have been an arrogant pain in the ass,” Kat says.

I roll my eyes and get up and walk to the kitchen. Turn, and pace up and down. There is so much at stake, and I hate that most of it relies on an insubordinate twenty-four-year-old who is too happy, bubbly and naive for this harsh world.

“Have you heard anything from Adria?” asks Kat.

“Nothing. She will have heard. And if not the other capo mandamentos, Adria will most certainly come for her. Adria wanted to kill Giuseppe more than I did. You saw how much emotion was behind it.”

At that moment, Kat’s phone rings.

“Yes,” she says as she answers the call.

A big smile appears on her face.

“Wait, I’m putting you on speaker.”

“I don’t have much time; succession was sanctioned under the premise that I hit the set quarterly targets.”

My lips part because I cannot believe my ears.

“How did you do it?” I ask.

“Well,” she says, “By bringing my background in use, reading the room, catching and killing a traitor and Kat’s resourcefulness in saving the day with the vessel.”

Kat grins.

“Who was there?” I ask.

“I can’t tell you right now. Sunday, 11 p.m. Chiesa di San Francesco di Paola, use the right side entrance,” she says and hangs up.

Kat and I stare at each other in a moment of silence, and she draws up her eyebrows while grinning.

“I have to say, I underestimated her,” I say. A sentence that does not come easily over my lips. But Sophie—Antonella—has earned my respect for what she has done. Convincing the commission was what I thought was impossible, and I was wrong; I have to acknowledge that.

It also means I cannot touch her, and I won’t, as long as she keeps up her end of the bargain, and that is working with us.

[image: ]



Sunday comes, and night falls over the city of Palermo. We decided to arrive earlier as a precaution, assuming her men would be watching all entrances. When the church bell chimes eleven times, we wait in the church, guns ready, behind an arch, one of us on each side.

The main door opens and closes.

Someone enters in heels, a single person. The sound of heels reverberates through the church's arches as the confident footsteps come closer.

I step out from behind my arch, gun pointing at her. There is only dim light in the church, just enough to recognise her. Sophie—Antonella, the girl who is no girl at all anymore. Her hair is pulled back in a straight, high ponytail, and her intense eyes are framed by dark lashes with mascara…she radiates confidence toward me. Her lips are slightly parted. She wears high-rise soft-fabric trousers with stiletto heels. A loose, black blouse, tucked into the trousers. Belt. Golden bracelets and earrings. Gun.

“Hello to you, too,” she says. “You can put that down.”

“You don’t order me around,” I say.

“Well, you came. Apparently, I do,” she says smugly. Kat snorts as she walks up to us.

“Sophie,” Kat says.

“It is Antonella,” she says in a rather cold tone, and I see where the change in optics came from. She had to become someone else to survive. Just like I had when I was sixteen, after I promised myself to kill everyone after giving birth.

Only she has done something I was never given the chance to. She has taken over. And if I were completely honest, I would acknowledge that one small part of me is envious of the girl, the woman, who managed to accomplish all of it. It is a part I detest. And therefore have to detest her.

Have to, a voice in me tells me, while my body has other plans. I look at her, watch her, see who she has become, and I cannot help but feel a sensation stirring in me. One of desire. Those slightly parted, red lips.

“I have a list for you,” she says very efficiently. “It is what I could gather so far. I will have to keep up the money flow; therefore, drug routes and money must be untouched. Now, the human trafficking. We need to find a way to get people to a safe place. I got all the shipments for this month,” she says and hands me manifests for several vessels.

I take them, and our hands touch for the smallest moment. I have to catch my breath from the sensation it causes in me, and my eyes snap into hers. She stares at me for the briefest of seconds before she twitches her head and turns to Kat.

“Kat, can you use your system to—” Antonella begins, but I don’t listen. I am simply standing there, staring at her back. Staring at the woman I hate from the bottom of my heart, as something in my core tingles—a desire. A desire to grab her, choke her until she kneels half unconscious, and then suffocate her with my pussy.

My lips part.

My chest heaves up and down.

This should not be happening.

Not with her.

Of all the women there are, why her?

Why!?

And I look up in the sky as I question my Lord for the first time.

Why? Why do you let me desire her?

“Hello, anybody home?” I hear her ask, and my eyes wander down. She is standing right in front of me. Staring at me intently. Her eyes slightly narrowed.

My eyes wander to her lips again.

Full. Red. Slightly parted.

She tilts her head as my eyes wander back up.

She knows.

She grabs my hand.

Brings it up to her mouth.

Opens her mouth slightly more.

Trails underneath my pointer finger with her tongue.

And then sucks it, without breaking the gaze into my eyes.

Her red lips close around my finger, and I breathe in sharply. Never, ever in my life have I seen anything more erotic than this.

It's lustful, so consuming, and I know she is the apple. The forbidden apple.

A shiver runs over my back.

I pull back my hand, forcefully, and take a step back, gun drawn, pressing into her chest.

She smirks.

Biting her bottom lip.

“Shooting me won’t change anything,” she says and smirks dangerously. “Because I am Capo Antonella Amato.”

She turns and walks away.

With an energy that is worth her title.

Leaving me with a longing desire.
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Isit in the back of a Range Rover. One car behind us, another in front of us. I am official. I am the one now to be protected at all costs. Salvatore sits next to me, a driver in the front. I employ so many people I can’t count them.

My fingers wander over my lips. The lips that just touched her. The woman who tortured me. Abducted me. And I did what I did because I needed to prove something to myself. I needed to know what it was she caused me to feel. Causes me to feel, because whenever I think of her, a jittery sensation of tingling desire appears in my core.

I have desires. Desires I need release from. But I don’t have anything I could use in the masseria.

Well, but I have people now who do whatever I tell them to.

“Salvatore,” I say when I am done with a list of toys. “This needs to be organised, yesterday.” In any other circumstance, I would have felt weird instructing a brother to organise something for me to play with, but I don’t really know him, nor do we have a normal brother-sister relationship.

He looks at it, draws an eyebrow.

“You don’t need any of that,” he says.

“You don’t get to decide what I need or not,” I say.

He chuckles. “I don’t, I was merely saying the acquisition is not necessary.”

“And why is that?” I ask, staring intensely at him.

“Wait until we’re back, I will show you.”

I’m not sure I want to know. I can imagine what it is. And sure enough, when Salvatore opens the door to a room in the west wing, I walk straight into BDSM headquarters. Crosses and benches, torture chair and things I can’t name. I am not entirely averse to it, but I personally don’t need it.

I have written a paper on how healthy dominance can have positive effects on people with different psychological conditions, and therefore deep dived into that world, but I am not getting off on any of that. I can see where the interest in submission and dominance stems from, but the part where all those tools and furniture are needed is not my cup of tea.

“How many women have been in here?” I ask.

“That will stay a mystery no one can ever solve,” he says as he pulls open drawers.

“Here,” he says and throws a vibrator at me. I don’t catch it on purpose.

“I don’t want stuff that has been in other people,” I say. “Restock everything, and get rid of that chair thing; no one needs that.”

“Whatever you wish, sister,” he says.

“Don’t tell me you use it,” I say.

“When would I have the chance for it? I can’t be open with who I am. Giuseppe had the same talent as you for knowing stuff; otherwise, no one can know.”

“Statistically—“ I begin.

“Statistically, you should not be a Capo,” he says.

“Yet I am proving the point I tried making. I don’t care if you’re are. I prefer it.”

“Because you grew up in a city like London,” he says. “Was different in New York for me, too. But the world here is different.”

“Believe me, I know,” I say and take him in. “Would you leave if you could?” I ask after a moment. It is the first closer talk we have had, and I want to use it.

“You don’t leave. That’s it. You cannot leave until you are sent.”

“And what if I send you?”

“You are lost without me,” he says. “So, don’t. I am fine the way I am.”

“If you say so,” I say, turning to leave, but a thing that looks like gym equipment on the wall distracts me.

“What’s that?” I ask and point at it.

“A pulley,” he says. “For pet training.”

“Pet training?” I ask.

“On a leash, for a sub. Gets fixed on the collar and therefore has a range of motion to please different people in the room, but the dom has the control to pull the sub back at any time.”

“You know, forget I asked,” I say and leave for the door. “I think I need a moment to process that.”

Salvatore laughs.

I lie in my bed, half an hour later, door locked because I trust none of them and can’t sleep.

I am staring at the ceiling, restless. I don’t scratch the itch very often, but when I do, I need a vibrator for it.

“Meh,” I say at some point and get up to sit at the desk and look outside into the darkness of the Sicilian countryside.

Right this moment, I miss London. The buzz. The lights. Everything is within arm’s reach. I mean, Palermo is a bigger city, but it’s not comparable to London.

And right now, I am not in Palermo but in the nothingness of nowhere.

Because I have to lead an empire.

“I have to lead an empire,” I repeat my thought. “I am the Capo. I can do whatever I want.”

Well, almost.

I take my phone and call Salvatore.

“Do we own a residence in Palermo?” I ask when he answers.

“Yes, several, why?” he asks sleepily.

“I want one. Tomorrow. The countryside is making me sick.”

“I’ll schedule a visit for tomorrow after breakfast,” he says. “Now sleep, this is an ungodly hour.”

I laugh and hang up.

Morning comes, and I feel like I’ve been run over by a truck. I couldn’t fall asleep until a glimpse of the sun lurked on the horizon, and the few hours of sleep I got were restless.

I kept tossing and turning until I sat up straight from the sound of a slap that happened entirely in my head. A nightmare where I was in that BDSM room with Rosalia, where she attached me to the pet trainer, and she slapped me with a paddle until my ass burned in pain, just like in her torture chamber.

I am sweaty and gasp away the memory of it.

Fuck.

I draw my shoulders back.

“I am not my past,” I tell myself as a random affirmation, and get up and shower. The images of the dream, however, don’t vanish. They even worsen. The darkness. The pigeons. Rosalia’s voices. Flashes of a gun. Dead people.

“Urgh!” I curse out. I’d rather scratch my eyes out than see any of it. Which would make no sense, because everything is happening inside my head.

My heartbeat feels like I just ran five miles as fast as I could, beating against my chest and into my throat.

I need to get out of this room.

I need to—forget.

When I step out onto the sandstone terrace with a view over the landscape of dry Sicilian nothingness, the breakfast table is set with fresh fruit, coffee, and everything else a person could desire.

But all I see is an apple that looks like the one Rosalia had in her house, the one I ate, and somehow, this apple triggers more images to run through my mind.

Slap. I even feel the pain in my ass as if I were spanked right now.

“Urgh,” I groan again.

The sun is too bright, it’s too warm already, and my dream haunts me continuously. I go back inside and come back with sunglasses and a glass of whiskey.

Salvatore and Rosario both look with drawn-up eyebrows at me.

“Someone had a rough night,” says Salvatore.

“Don’t talk,” I say, gulp down the whiskey, shudder, wash it down with a cup of coffee and then take the three apples from the fruitbowl and throw them over the hedge framing the terrace.

“What did the apples do to you?” asks Salvatore.

“Shut up,” I say and walk back inside and bring the entire bottle of whiskey with me.

I have officially become a day drinker. But I don’t care. Because I am a criminal now. One with an empire of drugs and money and all the illegal shit to run. A criminal who killed and lay awake the entire night lusting for a woman more than twice her age, who wants to kill her, while her mind is running through the torture she put her through, while being physically stuck on an island with all the conservative catholics who think being gay is a sin.

Day drinking is the reasonable choice.

Half an hour and the entire bottle later, I have an irregularly pounding heart and slightly slurred speech.

“Youeew knnoow,” I say and get up, swaying slightly. “I amm going to shoooottt those aaappples in piecesss.” And with that, I pull out the gun I have with me at all times. One of them.

“Okay, that’s enough,” says Salvatore, grabs the gun in my hand and takes the glass from me. “Whatever it is, go sleep it off.”

“Givvvee me my gunn,” I say.

“We don’t handle guns when drunk,” he says.

“Weeee do,” I say, bending down and pulling a small spare gun from my leg band. I come up, sway just a little bit and point it at him.

“Ooookay,” he says, his hand outstretched. “Calm down, okay?”

“I’mmm nnot ssshooting youuu,” I say and gesture wildly with the gun in my hand. “Applessss. Theseee applesss need to beee destoryeddd.”

I lean over the hedge to see where they have fallen, and then I fall.

I scream, I land. Not too hard. On some really green grass. It’s so soft.

I look at the blue sky.

The sun is burning my skin.

I stare up.

I am Antonella Amato. Capo. Criminal. Killer, I recite in my head. Images from before vanish. I am finally at peace.

Two heads in my view, interrupting my thought.

“Thattt is veery green grassss,” I tell them before I close my eyes. It’s warm. It’s soft. And I am tired.

When I wake, I stare at the ceiling in my bedroom again. I sit up. My head is throbbing horribly.

“Here,” says Salvatore, holding a glass of water and a pill in front of my face, “Put it in your mouth and swallow.”

I snort, but do as he says.

“Are you going to tell me what made you become a drinker?” he asks as he sits down on the bed next to me.

I rub my eyes.

“The sun,” I say. “Everything is so bright and warm here. I am used to London. It’s grey and dull and has normal temperatures, and there is rain.”

Salvatore laughs.

“I don’t think the sun is the problem,” he says.

“Can we go check out the Palermo residences?” I ask.

“Touch your nose,” he says, and I snap both pointer fingers to my nose one after another.

“See, all good,” I say cheerfully, “Remind me next time not to mix whiskey and coffee.”

“I’ll remind you now, once. This is not a fun-and-games situation. You have responsibilities. An image to build. You can’t gamble like this.”

I scoff, get out of bed and draw myself up.

“One question,” I say. “Would you have told me the same if I were a man?”

“That’s not the point⁠—“

“It’s exactly the point,” I say. “Because you wouldn’t have dared. Because men are allowed to do whatever they want, while women need to be silent and agreeable, not draw attention to themselves and always be perfect.”

“You want the men to respect you, so act like it.”

I chuckle dangerously.

“You better put on some big boy pants,” I say. “Because I am not making myself small to make the life of men easier.”

And with that, I open the door, gesturing for him to leave.

“I’ll be ready to roll in five, have the car ready,” I say and slam the door in his face.

The moment it’s closed, a wide grin appears on my face, because I am actually pretty good at this whole Capo thing, and I haven’t felt more alive than right this moment.
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“This is it,” I say the moment we come to a halt in front of it. I get out of the Range Rover, and the black wooden doors with embossed harps are opened for me. The door is framed by beautiful sandstone columns, palms, and olive trees in pots, making it look like a dream.

I enter, and my eyes fall onto a beautiful staircase with mosaic steps.

“It spans three floors,” says Salvatore. “Eight bedrooms and it’s in the historic centre of Palermo. Living space, mezzanine area with frescoed ceiling, dining room, kitchen, a vault and catacombs downstairs if needed,” he says, emphasising the last word. I understand.

“Who has lived here?” I ask.

“No one,” he says. “It was meant for Adria one day, but she fled and cut the family ties.”

“Understandable,” I say.

“Adria? How do you know about her?”

Apparently, no one knows Adria is with Rosalia. And I won’t be the one to drop it.

“Our father raped her,” I say dismissively. It’s a truthful non-answer.

“He did. Giuseppe fucked her, too. Everyone had her.”

My head twitches, and I roll my shoulders back when Giuseppe’s name falls. And I am painfully reminded of what circles I am in. But I can’t think about any of it right now, because if I did, I’d circle down and probably fall apart. Something that cannot happen, because I have an empire to run.

“I want this set up,” I say, harsher than I meant to. “And I want a proper AC in every room, especially my bedroom.”

“Which room will be yours?”

I stroll through the two upper floors and look at every bedroom.

“This here,” I say when I return from the upper second floor to the first floor. “I want the entire level. This here stays a bedroom, it has the best en suite bathroom, that one—“ I point at the room next to it, “This will be my study. The other one over there, make a gym space out of it. I want different doors. Make them heavier, a grandmother can kick those in. I want more plants. This is all too slick.”

I don’t know why I am so annoyed, but I want to be done with this. I have a dire need to feel at home somewhere.

While I would have generally preferred the upper floor, I decided on the first floor because the rooms there have balconies. Meaning, if necessary, I can escape.

“Salvatore,” I say. “There was something about nightclubs in the books, we own them, yes?”

“Some, yes.”

“Which ones?”

“Please don’t tell me you want to go party,” he says and rolls his eyes.

“It is exactly what I am going to do.”

He groans.

“It’ll be fun,” I say.

“Not if you don’t know the etiquette,” he says.

“I am sure you can tell me beforehand.”

“Let me rephrase it,” he says. “Not if you give a damn fuck about etiquette.”

“Salvatore,” I say, and grab him by the shoulders on either side. “You need to relax, really. Let us have some fun. The commission approved. We’ll exceed the quarterly goal. Everything will be fine.”

“Nothing is fine,” he says. “The threat potential is the highest possible somewhere with so many people; you need to be careful. Many people held a grudge against Giuseppe, and they see you as an ant they can crush without lifting a finger.”

“Well, let us show them I’m no ant,” I say. “I’m not hiding for the rest of my life. We are partying tonight, this is an order.”

He groans again, and I tap him on the shoulder.

“Let’s go,” I say. “We have things to organise.”
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ROSALIA
PLAYLIST: I SEE RED – EVERYBODY LOVES AN OUTLAW



“Iam going to murder that bitch!!!” shouts Adria at me from across the living room.

“Adria,” says Kat. “That house was in your father’s ownership. She took over; it’s hers now.”

“It was mine!!”

“One day, maybe. You did not even want it,” I say dismissively. I have lived through Adria’s angry episodes uncountable times now. I have my own things to deal with. And that is the fact that Antonella has the audacity to move into a house so close to mine. I don’t want her close.

Adria is in a state of rage that will end with someone dead tonight. She is family, but she was made a dangerous weapon with an entitlement that goes beyond general understanding. I can already see it coming. She has that thing in her eyes whenever she is about to snap. A darkness that makes her eyes look black with a shimmer over her lava.

Partially, I can understand her. She used the house without her father’s knowledge; if anyone knew, they let it happen. But Antonella took over, and apparently, she wanted the house. Therefore, Adria came bursting in here, full of rage, because she had to leave in a hurry and now has nowhere to be except here. Where she has to deal with me, my rules and Kat.

The two hated each other from day one.

“I am going to kill her,” says Adria suddenly, turns, and walks to the door.

“You are not touching her!” I roar in anger as I get up and follow her.

“Now you’re protecting her?” shouts Adria at me. “You wanted to kill that bitch! And you should, because if you don’t do it, I will!”

“Adria, you cannot touch her,” I say sternly. “Not right now. It will cause a disruption that will have consequences concerning the entire world⁠—“

“I DON’T FUCKING CARE,” she shouts so loud my ears are ringing, and her spit flies at me. She slaps my cheek with the back of her hand, and before I can grab her, she is gone.

I close my eyes, breathe in and out. Everything seems to be spiralling out of control. If she weren’t family, I’d stop her with a gun. But she is family.

“I’m tracking her,” says Kat behind me.

“Is she heading to the house?”

“Looks like it. I’m going after her.”

“Be careful, you know who she is. She attacks fast and without warning.”

“Rose,” says Kat and laughs, before she is gone. Leaving me in the house filled with silence.

Silence that amplifies my thoughts.

Thoughts that circle around what happened in the church. Thoughts that entered my bones and stayed.

I catch myself caressing the finger she had in her mouth.

Her lips were so unbelievably soft. So luscious.

Her confidence. I am not attracted to confidence. Confidence does not work well with what I enjoy in the bedroom. But she⁠—

I am finding myself drawn to her.

My mind wanders.

I see myself standing behind her.

She is tied up.

Immobilised.

And I take whatever I desire from her.

A tingling stirs in my core.

I caress my body; I will have to release that sensation.

At that moment, my phone rings, ripping me from my mind.

“Yes,” I say when I answer Kat’s call.

“They’re heading into a club,” says Kat. “I can’t go in there alone; it will be too messy.”

“What club and who?”

“No name, but people are waiting in line, sending you the address. Antonella went in there with seven men; they were let in without waiting. I can’t reach Antonella. Adria is heading in there now.”

“Merda,” I say. I look at the address Kat sent me. “It’s one of their clubs. You will not get in there the regular way. I’m on my way.”

“You stay where you are,” she says. “Send me one of the girls.”

“I am coming,” I say.

“I’m going in there now,” she says, like the stubborn thing she is, “Let’s see if I can game the guards.”

“Kat,” I say, but she ignores me.

“I’m putting you on earpiece,” she says, “Channel 82.4.”

Reckless as ever.

I take an earpiece myself and tune the receptor. I simultaneously send a notice to the girls. The girls are my protector, my chosen family, my backbone.

“Can you hear me?” I ask. “I’m there in ten.”

“I can,” she says.

“Antonella Amato,” I hear her say. “I am awaited.”

“No Antonella here,” says a deep male voice.

I hear a gun being pulled, some screaming.

“I am awaited,” says Kat. “We can do this the nice way or the painful way.”

This will be a nightmare, I know it.

There is a thud, some screaming, wrestling, and loud music follow as I head to the club.

“I’m in, they’ll come for me. If you hurry up, that guy might still be out.”

“God, this is messy,” curses Kat. It’s hard to catch her voice over the loud music.

“They’re in a separé on the gallery,” she says. “Couple dozen people.”

“One minute out,” I say. “We’re all coming.”

When I reach the club, the queue is still in chaos.

I look around to see where the team is, and I see them, one on each side of the club.

I nod. I get a nod back.

I take the family ring I still have from my pocket when I walk up to the door. I hold it up, and I am let in without question.

This will be my death.

“I’m in,” I say. Lord, this music is horrible. My entire chest vibrates from the bass.

“I can’t find either of them,” says Kat. “Antonella went onto the dance floor, but I can’t get a view of her.”

The club is packed.

I get up on the stairs leading to the separé to get a look at the dance floor.

The room lights up for a single moment, and I see her.

“I see her,” I say as I head down. “You find Adria.”

I walk through the drunk and drugged people. I have always been an authority, and even when drunk, even when dancing, people realise they'd better not touch me.

“Salvatore,” I say as I reach Antonella and him. He looks at me, but before he can do anything, I hit him on the temple to knock him out. He goes down.

“What the fuck?!” shouts Antonella at me.

“You need to leave, fast,” I shout back.

“I’m not leaving,” she says, building herself up.

“You will,” I say, “Or you will be dead.”

“What is your fucking problem?” she asks, and I am boiling over. I hate disobedience from the bottom of my cold heart.

“My problem is that Adria is coming to kill you,” I shout at her.

“Adria?” she asks, as if she were completely brainless.

“Are you too stupid to understand?” I shout over the music at her.

A smirk of arrogance appears on her face, the belief that she is untouchable. She is high on power. And I regret even coming.

“I have people everywhere here; let her come.”

“Yeah? Where are they now? If I were Adria, you would’ve already dropped dead.”

She stares at me.

“Adria will kill without asking,” I say. “Leave now, or I will make you.”

I see it in her eyes, the flicker and the reason why I hate brats.

“Make me,” she says in an arrogance I’d like to hit her for.

Men are appearing around us, guns drawn. People move out of the way. Some don’t even realise what is happening. And I do what I have to do because there is only one way out: holding a gun to her head.

“Move,” I say, “No one touches me. Tell them to stand down, or I will pull the trigger.”

She looks at me, and I know why I don’t allow disobedience. Kat, Adria, her. None of it would have happened if they had listened. And I am done with all of them for not following my orders.

A bullet cuts through the air and brushes her cheek.

She ducks, and chaos breaks loose. The men aim for Adria, wherever she is, somewhere to my right.

“Move, now!” I shout.

She walks through the people, tells two of her men to stay back, and I walk behind her with the gun pressed into her.

“We take the back entrance,” I tell her.

We reach the door.

A big bear of a man in front of it.

“Apri la porta,” says Antonella in Sicilian to the man, without even a hint of her foreign nature. And I cannot help but wonder if she still played us all.

My ears ring as we step outside into the many alleyways of Palermo.

“Walk,” I say.

“You won’t get away with it,” she says. “They will come for me.”

“Shut up and walk,” I tell her.

One of her men tries to follow us, but the girls stop him. I tell him to stay away in Sicilian; otherwise, all of them will be dead.

He calls after me that I will be dead in the morning. I laugh.

The girls walk with us to secure the area. Ten minutes later, I push Antonella into my house. The girls leave. I will handle her myself.

“Kneel there,” I say and point to the free space to my right. But she does not kneel. Instead, she stares at me, provoking me with her eyes alone.

“Last chance,” I say, pressing her with the gun on her forehead into the wall behind her.

Her lips purse slightly as she smirks; she is trying to play me.

Instead of kneeling, she removes one strap from her dress. Not breaking eye contact with me.

Then the other one.

The short dress rushes to the floor.

I can’t quite focus.

She wears no underwear.

My breath flattens.

She brings her hand up and removes my gun from her forehead.

I let her, because I am too blown away.

She leans forward, grabs me by the belt and pulls me close to her—forcefully.

I slam into her, one arm against the wall, the other loosely holding the gun.

Her lips are so close.

Her scent.

She opens the belt.

I just stand there.

She opens the button.

Her hand wanders into my trousers, into my underwear, and⁠—

I gasp as her fingers slide between my lips, caressing the outer lips, before she grabs me down there, her fingernails digging into the skin.

“Tell me what a bad girl I am,” she whispers.

“You are a filthy little whore,” I say. “One that needs to be punished.”

“Yes,” she half-whispers, half-moans and massages my clit, and I roll my hips against her touch. “I am such a filthy little whore,” she says.

I gasp for air because I am turned on in a way I have never been turned on.

“Tell me what you do with filthy whores like me,” she says, and her lips wander over the side of my neck up to my ear. Her fingers massage my clit more valiantly, and I am trembling with desire. A desire to take her. Consume her. Destroy her.

“I immobilise them, punish them with the cane until the skin on their ass breaks open, and then…then I take what I want from them, as long as I want, and however I want. And only when they scream for me to stop because they feel like dying, I choke them until there is no more life in them.”

My hand snaps around her throat.

She gasps.

Her chest heaves up and down.

“Well,” she says lusciously.

My core burns. I haven’t been this aroused in my entire life.

She brings one leg around me, pulls me closer. Her clit presses into my leg, and she rolls her hips against me.

“I’ve been a very filthy whore,” she says. “You should show me my place, or is it all just talk?”

It is the one thing that pushes me over the edge.

I let go of her throat, slap her face, hard and lean away from her.

I grab her by the hair and pull her with me. She stumbles, I don’t care. I lead her down into the catacombs, only we take the room to the left this time instead of the little torture chamber to the right.

I throw her into the room, and she lands harshly on her knees.

She gasps heavily, on all fours.

I grab her hair again and pull her in an arch, leaning down.

“You will plead and beg me to stop,” I whisper darkly. “But there is no stopping. There is no safe-wording yourself out of this. You take it, and there will be no complaints. If you bleed, you bleed. If you become unconscious, I will not stop. I don’t care. You are a toy meant to be used and have no other worth to me.”

With that, I let go of her.

I grab a choker from a drawer and slide it onto her neck.

I pull, harsh.

She screams and gags.

Exactly as she should.

I slap her ass.

“Argh,” she screams.

I slap again, so hard she is thrown flat onto the floor.

She grunts.

It brings me a satisfaction I had yet to feel in my life.

“Kneel,” I say and pull her up. She has no chance to fight me on this one, so she kneels. The chain digs so beautifully in her skin.

I still have the gun in my hand.

“You wanted to suck,” I say. “Suck.” And with it, I hold the gun in front of her mouth.

She opens her mouth and takes it in. Her lips close around it, and she pushes it in until she gags. My own juices are dripping from me at this point. I believed I had met all the craziness in the world already, but this woman, holy mother, I am going to be a sinner.

Her eyes do not break the gaze into mine as she slides her lips up and down over the barrel.

I bite my bottom lip as I watch her.

It is the thrill.

She is high on the train of thrill, and I am going to ride it with her.

The next time she has it in fully, I let go of the choker chain, grab her head around the back and push the gun in further. So far, her teeth hit the trigger guard.

She gags. Nearly vomits. As she should. She tries to fight me, but there is no getting away. I count to ten, and then I let go, pull the gun out and throw it on a drawer.

She gasps and falls forward on her arms.

I open my blouse.

“Crawl on the bed,” I order her.

She looks up, her eyes burning with fire, and right this moment, I know it. I know I have found my match. Because after all that happened, she does not crawl. Instead, she kneels, gets up, head slightly tilted, a smug grin on her face, walks to me, grabs my face with one hand, and kisses me. Provoking me.

Her lips meet mine, and I am ripped apart. Desire is consuming me, but I cannot let her. I cannot.

I grab her throat, my nails digging into her skin, and push her away. Slowly. Controlling. Dominating. I drag her over to the bed and throw her on it.

“Next time you try something like this, I will fix you and have you fucked nonstop for 24 hours with the fucking machine in all your holes.”

She giggles darkly.

“You laugh now,” I say. “Death will feel preferable. You will be so dry your holes will bleed and rip apart with every thrust.”

She giggles again.

“You know what,” I say, “I am giving you a taste.”

I walk over to the drawer, get a strap on, take the biggest dildo I have in girth and length, take ropes, a spreader bar and walk over to her.

I throw everything next to her on the bed. She lies on her belly, presenting me her ass. She’s begging for it.

I smack it.

She moans in the sheets.

I climb onto her and sit down on her back like a rider on a horse.

I make a sling of the rope and put it around her wrists—then, I pull. It closes forcefully around them.

I stand on the bed and slip the end of the rope through a ceiling hook. And pull her up. Just enough so she can kneel.

Next, I take the spreader bar and fix her legs in the leather cuffs.

I take a quick look at my work before I spread the bar.

She arches and grunts.

It hurts, exactly as it should.

I slide down my trousers but leave the underwear on. Strap-ons can be a pain, and a bit of fabric in between is always good.

“Suck it,” I say and hold the dildo for her to lubricate. She stares at it with big eyes.

“I said suck, I am not repeating myself.”

She opens her mouth, and it barely fits in there, only half of it in length, and the corners of her mouth stretch.

She might finally realise what she has gotten herself into.

I move it in and out of her mouth, forcefully, until it’s wet enough. Slip it in the strap-on and position myself behind her ass.

I grab her hips so the spreader bar isn’t interfering with my plan.

“Good girls get a warm-up,” I say. “Filthy whores don’t.”

And with that, I thrust into her.

She screams.

She whimpers.

She pleads.

But I hammer into her.

Again and again and again.

“Stooooop!!!” she screams. But there is no stopping. I told her. She agreed to it. And she has to deal with it.

Only that her screams touch me somewhere.

I thrust more into her, but it brings me no more joy.

It causes me to feel more hollow.

“Nooooo!” she screams again, and I hesitate.

“Please! Stop!”

I stop.

I don’t want to.

But I have to.

I try to force myself, but my body resists.

My mind needs to win.

Needs to force her.

Break her.

But I can’t.

I pull out.

“Please,” she breathes out. “I’m⁠—“

But whatever it is, it dies in a heavy silence.

Tears drop onto the bed’s latex cover. They sound like cannon blasts in my head.

I don’t know what is going on within me.

I remove the strap; I need to get rid of it.

My thoughts race, and yet, I cannot grasp a single thought. It is the first time I would like to run. Run far away.

But I cannot. I cannot just leave her here.

I brush back my hair.

Merda!

It takes me a deep breath before I bend down to remove the spreader bar.

She does not move.

I loosen the ropes and let her down slowly.

She has no body tension whatsoever.

I sit next to her and remove the ropes around her wrists.

Her eyes are open; she seems to be conscious, but they are empty, just as when I found her in the masseria.

A stitch in my chest.

An uncomfortable sensation washes through me, like a void collapsing my insides.

I am at a loss as to what to do.

Me. Rosalia Vittare.

So I just lay down next to her, so that our faces are at the same height.

I cup her face.

I place a kiss on her forehead. And when I look at her again, she has her eyes closed.

All I wanted was to destroy her. And now that I have, it feels like I have killed my own soul.
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ANTONELLA
PLAYLIST: TROUBLE – CAMYLIO



When I open my eyes, I am still where I was last night. In a place so dark that there will be no way back. I thought I wanted it. I thought I could—all the things I thought and didn’t think at all.

I feel so broken that I might never be whole again.

Rosalia lies next to me, and I look at her. She has her eyes open, staring at me.

“I thought I wanted it,” I whisper.

“I know,” she says silently. It is the first time I see some sort of warmth in her eyes.

I have to get up. I have to leave this behind me. I have to get back before the entire organisation implodes.

So I push myself up.

I walk upstairs like a robot.

Take my dress and put it on. I have my hand on the door handle.

My eyes wander to her.

She stands in her trousers and a blouse, messily put on, in the arch connecting the entrance and the living room.

“Antonella,” she says, longing in her voice.

“Don’t,” I say. “You won’t do that to me ever again.” And with that, I open the door.

I only see it from the corner of my eye, a blonde mane, a gun pointing at me, and there is nothing I can do. I stumble back, but the bullet hits me. I look down. Blood runs. But there is no pain.

I look back up.

Adria.

Another shot, but instead of me, it hits Adria in the head.

She drops dead in front of me.

I look at Rosalia, and she has a gun in her hand.

We look at each other.

She killed Adria.

Not me.

She killed her family.

To save me.

And with that, I sink to the ground.

[image: ]


When I wake, I stare at a very bright neon light.

“Urgh,” I say.

“Welcome back to the living,” says the voice of Salvatore.

I squint my eyes to focus and see two people around me.

“How are you feeling?” he asks, and I have no answer to the question. It would be too complicated to explain.

“How did I get here?”

“That is a question we’d like to have the answer to, too,” he says. “What the fuck happened, Antonella?”

“Adria happened.”

“Giuseppe’s daughter?”

“How many Adrias do you know?” I ask, stretching my joints.

Salvatore and Rosario look expectantly at me.

“Adria worked with Rosalia, at least I thought so. But as it happens, Rosalia was the one who saved me. Adria shot me. Rosalia killed Adria,” I say in a staccato voice.

“Why would Rosalia save you?”

“Can you ask me something I know?” I ask him back.

Salvatore sighs.

“What?” I ask.

“What? You ask what?” he shouts. “Fucking mess is what. I have been managing, but fucking shit, Antonella, you can’t pull shit like that.”

I tilt my head slightly.

“Look at you, all worked up,” I say. “Could it be you care for your baby sister?” I add in a smug tone.

“You’re family,” he says harshly. “We take care of family.”

“We do,” I say and grab his hand. “I’m alive. It takes a bit more than that to kill me.”

He grunts and grabs my hand back.

I glance at our hands.

It is the first time I truly realise I have a brother.

I belong here.

I have family here.

Family that catches me when I fall.

[image: ]


I am allowed to leave the hospital two weeks later, with a still-hurting chest.

Two weeks that have almost killed me with boredom, and most of all with my own thoughts.

What happened with Rosalia and me—it still lingers with me.

She saved me.

She chose me over Adria.

She chose me over her family.

She stopped, although she told me she would never stop.

She stayed while she could have gone.

She kissed me, although she hates me.

She comforted me, while all she wanted was to hurt me.

And against all logic, against all I stand for, all I have said, I am seeing the person who is behind the facade.

“Why are we driving to the masseria?” I ask when I realise we’re leaving Palermo behind us.

“Don’t you know?” asks Salvatore.

“Know what?”

“Adria, she burned down the house.”

“She what?”

“It burned down the night we were in the club, after Rosalia took you,” he says.

“What a bitch,” slips from my lips. While I know it is not fair, and I shouldn’t say it, because Adria was, in the end, only an abused, neglected child.

Salvatore chuckles.

I don’t want to be back at the masseria. I hate that place. It reminds me of things I don’t want to be reminded of.

When the masseria comes into view, my mood darkens. The place is somehow a reflection of all the things that happened to me. It was the place where I was forced to become someone else and, in the process, lost who I was.

Bits and pieces, taken from me, stripped and crushed into a different person. A person who is something between an empty void and a hollow shell. Broken in pieces, mended with cracks, held together by sheer will and forcing duty.

My gaze wanders outside.

I stare into the endless countryside around the house. It represents exactly how I feel. A masseria, alone in the middle of nothing. Isolated, fenced in, dull.

“It won’t be for long,” says Salvatore.

“Whatever,” I say, lost in thought.

We enter the masseria, and Salvatore aims to help me out of the car.

“There is no need for it,” I snap at him. “It’s not that bad.”

“You will follow the doctor’s orders,” he says, “And take it slow, very slow.”

“The doctors can fuck themselves,” I say as we walk inside. I don’t know why I am like this. I am a kind person.

Sophie was, says the voice in my head.

I am not Sophie anymore.

I attempt to walk into the study.

“Absolutely not,” says Salvatore and puts his hand on my hand on the handle to stop me from opening the door. “You will lie down and rest.”

“I certainly won’t,” I say. “You said it yourself, things need to be taken care of.”

“Not today. I will take care of everything, like I did in the past weeks.”

I groan.

“Fine,” I say and walk to the next door, my bedroom, and slam the door in his face after me. Not without gasping in from the pain in my chest.

I close my eyes and breathe in and out a couple of times.

My hand wanders to the wound. I have been lucky, extremely lucky, because the bullet was stopped by my rib cage bone; it splintered just a bit, and only one nasty splinter punctured my lung and caused it to collapse.

I still can’t breathe properly, it hurts like shit, and every time I breathe in, my chest feels compressed, adding to the overall feeling that a truck ran over my ribcage.

I once got a bad hit in training and broke a rib; it was equally painful.

“You’re alive,” says a voice suddenly in front of me, and I nearly die. My eyes fly open, adrenaline pumping into my system.

Rosalia.

In here.

I am lost for words.

I look at her.

She stands only a couple of steps away.

A black blouse with lace sleeves, high waist pants with a golden chain belt. Her dark hair is pulled back tightly in a low bun. Her lips red, the golden cross dangling from her neck.

“What are you doing here?” I breathe out.

“I do not know,” she says, in a voice that bears a tormented soul and looks away.

Silence follows. Silence that is only disturbed by the singing of a bird outside. A nightingale.

“You risked a lot coming here,” I say.

“I did,” she says.

“You killed Adria to save me,” I say.

“I did,” she says, and her eyes find mine.

Goosebumps prick my skin the moment our eyes meet.

I wait for her to say something, but she doesn’t.

“Why are you here?” I ask. I already know the answer. But I need to hear it.

“Because of you,” she breathes out.

I want to get lost in those three words, but I can’t. Because I haven’t forgotten. There’s nothing that’ll come off it. The entire universe is against it.

“You shouldn’t have come,” I say.

“I know,” she says, “And yet, I am here.”

“You can’t be here!” I say louder than I want. “There is no point! We can’t! We can’t be—after everything, not in this world. Not in a world where being with a woman is against the rules. Not in a world where you are the one I have to hunt, and I am the one you have to kill.”

“Don’t you think I know all that?” she says. “But I cannot stay away!” she says and closes the distance between us. “I cannot stay away because you haunt my mind, torment my soul and stole my heart.”

Her palms grasp my cheeks.

Just like she did that night.

The night she stopped.

Although she told me she wouldn’t.

She broke her word.

For me.

She killed Adria.

For me.

One infinite moment where we gaze into each other’s eyes.

The world around us disappears.

My hands wander onto her chest.

The chest that heaves up and down underneath my fingers.

My lips find hers.

Against all rationality.

The moment they meet, my core burns in a longing I have never felt before.

She pulls me close, carefully, even softly, and yet, demanding.

Our tongues explore each other.

Even this close, we are not close enough.

I want to become one with her.

Dissolve in this feeling.

The feeling of becoming nobody in a world where I have to be everybody.

There is no past.

No future.

Just the present.

Her touch.

Her lips.
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ROSALIA & ANTONELLA
PLAYLIST: CAN’T PRETEND – TOM ODELL



Rosalia

Ihave done many questionable things in my life, and I have never asked myself whether any of them were right or wrong. This here, I know it is wrong. It is wrong from here to heaven, to hell, and back.

It is wrong. It is reckless. It is the one mistake I have made in my life, and there is no way back.

“Rose,” she breathes out. She uses my short name for the first time. “I am sorry that I killed your son,” she whispers. My chest clenches. How dare she bring up⁠—

“I am sorry that he tried to touch me, and I defended myself. I am sorry I took him from you. I did mean to kill him, but I did not mean to hurt you.”

Her words wander into my chest, and I feel. I feel so much. A single tear fights its way over my cheek. I wish to run. To outrun all the things I feel. She took him. But she didn’t mean to hurt me. And I cannot hate her anymore. I cannot hate, because all I do is feel. Feelings that crush me. Feelings I buried in coldness, distance and pain.

“I do not know how to be gentle,” I whisper against her lips. The woman in my touch with those lips I long for. “I don’t know how to be gentle, because all I ever knew is pain.”

She smiles against my lips and brushes away the tear.

“You are right now,” she whispers. “That is where you start. And the rest? I can teach you—you just need to be willing to listen.”

She is so young, yet wiser than I am, despite all those years of age.

“Teach me,” I say and close my eyes. My chest tightens the moment the words come over my lips. I retract slightly. A feeling I dislike spreads through me. Asking someone so young for a lesson is something I never thought would happen. I shift uncomfortably, and I feel the need to retract further. Away. To hide. Because I feel less of a woman.

I am Rosalia Vittare.

I don’t hide.

I feel less because of her.

Her hand grasps mine.

Touch.

Her touch.

I look at our hands touching, up into her eyes.

She pulls me with her to the bed.

She sits on it, holding her chest.

Gasping slightly in pain.

“Are you⁠—“

“Shhhh,” she says as she interrupts me. She lies down on the bed, with a pain-ridden face, but gesturing for me to lie down with her.

She lies on her back, and I lie down on my side, my head propped up on one elbow.

She puts my hand on her thigh.

“Caress,” she says, her head falls to the side. She watches me.

My hand does as told.

I caress over her thigh, slowly up and down, around it and up her inner thigh up to her sensitive area. But I don’t touch it. I do what I was told to do.

Never did I believe this would happen.

But it does.

And I let it.

She grasps my jaw.

“Kiss me,” she says.

And I lean down with my elbow to kiss her.

A kiss that causes goosebumps to spread on my arms.

A kiss that could go on forever.

A kiss that I long for from the depths of my core.

My hand wanders from her thigh higher, up to her belly. I am close to grasping her when I remember she has been shot.

So I pull my hand back.

“Open my trousers,” she says.

I hesitate.

“Do it,” she says demandingly, and stops the kiss.

So I do it.

“Caress me,” she says as she looks in my eyes with a flicker of desire in hers.

I slide my hands into her trousers over her underwear. I grasp her through the fabric. She gasps.

“Caressing,” she says. “Not grasping.”

So I caress.

With two fingers. Softly.

She rolls her hips ever so slightly against my touch.

She puts her legs up and opens them slightly.

“More pressure,” she says, and one of her legs falls to the side onto me.

I take my entire hand and press it in a rolling movement over her folds and clit.

She closes her eyes.

“I’d tell you to kiss my body,” she says, rolling her hips in symbiosis with my movement.

A shudder runs through me.

“I tell you to nibble my neck,” she continues.

“Like that?” I ask and softly bite the spot above her collarbone, where the neck begins, up to her ear.

“Exactly like that,” she says and moans slightly.

The sound she makes stirs something in my core.

“I’d tell you to slap me, softly,” she says.

And I have to grin. Slapping is something I know.

So, I slap her pussy. Softer than I usually would.

Once.

She shudders, and a grunt escapes her.

“More,” she says.

And I slap her again.

And again.

A louder moan, and my core tingles.

“Make me come with your fingers,” she says.

I slip her underwear aside.

Touching her without the fabric—mhhhhm. I desire her.

I caress over her lips down there with slight pressure, before I circle around her clit with my middle and ring fingers. Slowly. This is not a race to the end. It is the exploration of a world I do not know exists.

“Enter me,” she says in a breath. I prop my head back on my elbow. I want to see her, watch her when I do.

I circle my fingers to her entrance.

“Tell me you really want this,” I say, and I do not know where these words come from. Never in my life have I asked for permission for anything.

“I want this,” she says. “I want you. And I want you to fuck me with your fingers.”

Roaring desire burns through my body, and my fingers enter her. I cannot hold back.

She gasps, rolls her eyes back, and I am consumed by the sensation. I slide my finger in, slightly up and out.

Slowly.

Gentle, and yet demanding.

She grasps the sheets.

I have never seen anything sexier than this woman who moans, gasps and bares me her throat.

I don’t know what makes me do it, but when I open my mouth, words slip from it.

“I would kneel between your legs,” I say. “I would bend down and circle with my tongue around your clit while my fingers fuck you, again, and again and again.”

“Yes,” she breathes out.

So I slip my fingers out, kneel and pull off her trousers and underwear. I lean down and enter her again with my fingers, only now I dig my head into her.

My tongue finds her clit, and I circle around it. She tastes as extraordinary as the finest wine.

“Oh gods,” she says with a shivering voice as she grasps my head.

She rolls her hips once more, and then, a shudder trembles through her body, her core clenches around my fingers, and a deep moan rolls through her body.

I stop my tongue and kiss her instead, over her pubic area and from there to her inner thigh.

I push myself up and slide my finger out of her.

She looks at me with rose cheeks and glittering eyes. A grin on her face, softly biting her bottom lip.

And I cannot stop my mouth from tugging into a smile. I do not even know the last time I genuinely smiled. Not this year. Probably not this decade.

I frame this moment in my mind before I let myself fall onto my elbow next to her.

She turns her face to me, and before I realise what she does, she takes my hand and brings it up to her mouth. She opens it and sucks the fingers with her own juices in such a luscious way that my lips part from watching.

“See,” she says when she is done. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

I have nothing to answer, so instead, I kiss her.

A kiss that will be my death eventually, but it is also a kiss worth dying for.

Antonella

“What are you doing to me, Antonella Amato?” she whispers against my lips between two kisses.

“It’s Capo Antonella Amato,” I say with a grin. “And I will make you mine.”

Because I am not that ball of anxiety named Sophie anymore. I have been living in the future my entire life. Everything I have done, everything has been about the future. But I don’t care about the future anymore.

Since I became who I am now, Capo Antonella Amato, I am not scared of the future anymore, because I am too busy being in the now. Because this moment right here, this is the only real thing I want to think about. Because I love my life here. I blossom in doing what I do. And I burn for the woman in my touch.

Sophie would’ve never dared speak those words. Antonella does. Because Antonella is daring, and knows what she wants and who she is—and she takes it.

“You already own me,” she whispers against my lips. “I was yours the moment I stopped. The moment I shattered my own soul, because you were more important than all the power I wanted to take.”

My fingers caress the side of her face.

“We will be each other’s death,” I say as I brush through her hair.

“Let us burn the world before,” she says, and kisses me.

Not the world. But the patriarchy, I think to myself. Because I like this wonderful planet. And I will show her how beautiful it is.


EPILOGUE








PLAYLIST: NEVER TEAR US APART – BISHOP BRIGGS



Rosalia

White curtains blow softly in the wind from open windows. I sit in the armchair by the window as I watch her sleep. One of the rare peaceful moments. One, I will disturb.

“Wake up,” I say loudly. “It's Saturday.”

She moves slightly in the sheets.

“Whyyyyyyy so early?” she asks and turns around.

“It’s past noon,” I say.

“Whatever,” she says. “It was late yesterday.”

“You should have known better,” I say. “You know Saturday is the day when I make the rules. You agreed on that, fully conscious and with the ability of all your rational senses.”

“You call a state after the third orgasm a rational state?” she asks, and I chuckle.

“Get up, freshen up in the bathroom and then you will come crawling to me on all fours. You will kneel in front of me and beg for your spanking.”

“What am I getting spanked for?” she asks.

“I have a list of fifteen times you gave me either cheek, joked on my behalf, overstepped, or teased me.”

“How many do I get?” she asks, rolling herself around. She can see me.

“Depends on how fast you’re kneeling in front of me,” I say. “I am counting. One—two⁠—“

Antonella does exactly nothing. She rolls onto her back, so she lies sideways in the bed and plays with her hands in the air. Like a child.

This woman!

“If you’re not in the bathroom by fifteen, I’ll drag you there by the hair.”

Every day, she pushes me a little bit more. And one day, I will snap.

“Thirteen,” I count.

Her head falls to the side.

A malicious grin on her face.

And I get up.

“Fourteen.”

I walk up to her. Her head hangs slightly over the mattress. I look down at her.

“You know, I might have to reconsider the entire safe word thing,” I threaten her.

“We both know you won’t,” she says, and I close my eyes and breathe out, before I forget myself.

“Fifteen,” I say, and my hand grasps under her head to get a grip of her hair by the scalp, and when I do, I pull.

She screams and tries to fight me, but I use the movement to push her onto her belly.

I pull her down the bed, and she lands on her hands and knees.

She squeals and fights, but I am done with this pestilent behaviour. It is senseless and against what we agreed on. A word is a word. And those words gave me one day, where she is the most obedient submissive there is. One day a week, every Saturday.

It has a single reason she does it. Because she wants me to leash out. She wants me to call her names and degrade her because she gets off on it like no one else.

I drag her into the bathroom.

“You have ten minutes,” I say when I throw her onto the floor. “Remember, good girls get what they want; bad girls won’t be able to sit for a very long time.”

She lies down on the bathroom floor and giggles.

Breathe, I tell myself.

Antonella crawls out of the bathroom exactly ten minutes later. Dripping wet. Leaving a trail of water behind her.

It takes all my willpower not to laugh, because she knows her art. She grew into something I never believed possible.

She kneels in front of me. I can see in her eyes that she knows exactly the effect it has on me.

“Present your throat,” I say, and she lets her head fall back.

I put a collar and leash around it.

“Walk,” I say as I get up.

I walk her downstairs into the living room, where I have prepared a chair with a particularly nice idea I got from Kat.

“You will sit on that chair,” I say, pointing at the glass chair with the glass fist and arm on it. “And you will fuck yourself with the glass fist as long as I deem fit. You will get a mask, because I will have guests over.”

She looks at me as horrified as someone can look.

“You are kidding with the guest,” she says.

“You should be aware that I rarely make jokes,” I say.

I take a hairband and braid her wet hair. Then, I take the mask, a full face latex mask with cat ears, and pull it over her head. I tug and pull so she can open her mouth and get enough air through the nose, but she can’t see anything.

“Now,” I say. “Sit.”

“I’m not wet enough for that,” she says.

“Not my problem,” I say.

“You promised spanking.”

“I changed my mind because you seemed to enjoy it too much.”

“Spanking would make me wet,” she says, and I shake my head slightly. Minchia, questa femmina!

I look at her. The way she kneels in front of me. And I cannot resist. So I walk around her, push her on all fours again, remove the belt from my trousers, and hit her with it, without warning.

“Count and be grateful,” I say.

“One,” she says. “Thank you.”

Slap.

“Two. Thank you,” she says and gasps slightly.

I let her take it till fifteen.

“Now, sit.”

The glass fist is not easy to take. But I know she can. I have fisted her before—although glass is not as forgiving as my hand.

I guide her to the chair with the leash, and she climbs on it.

“Fuck,” she breathes out as she feels how big it is.

“You might want to reconsider bratting in the future,” I say. “You will not speak, you will not do anything other than what I ordered you to do. If you need a bathroom break, you will raise your hand, and I will allow it twice. If you fail to follow my instructions, fucking machine it is.”

“You said you wouldn’t—“ she begins, and I slap her.

“I said you will not speak,” I say, “Unless I ask you to. Did I ask you to?”

She shakes her head.

“Good,” I say. “Continue like this, and we won’t have any issues. Now, fuck yourself with it. I wish to see you come at least once before our guests arrive.”

It takes her a moment to slide fully onto it. It’s deep, girthy and hard.

She grunts strangely as she leans with her arms onto the chair’s backrest and sits on the first. I watch her, amused. It is hard on the leg muscles, but if she gives in, it means the fist is fully in her—which is exactly the punishment and the measure she needs.

“Faster,” I say, because she is not getting on with it.

So she slides up and down faster, pushing herself up with the power from her muscular thighs. They start shaking the moment she starts moaning.

“You are such a filthy whore,” I say to push her over the edge, but I carefully use only the words we agreed on. I do not wish to repeat what happened a year ago—it was a long way until here. “You are nothing but scum that needs to get fucked and humiliated.”

She moans louder.

“You will be the highlight of the party,” I say. “You little slut, everyone will see what a fucktoy you are. My fucktoy.” And with that, she trembles and explodes.

Just in time for the knocking on the door.

I walk to the door and open it.

Kat leans against the entrance wall, a wide grin on her face. A beautiful blonde woman walking up and down in front of my house with her.

“Hi,” Kat says in her mischievous tone.

“You look pleased,” I say.

“I am,” she says. “Meet Lilian.” And she points to the pacing woman.

“She does not look like she wants to be here.”

“Because she does not,” says Kat.

“I am going to murder you for this!” shouts Lilian.

“See,” says Kat to me. “Everything is in order.”

Kat turns to Lilian, “Stop pacing and get your fucking hot ass in there, or I will drag you inside by the hair.”

“Antonella just made that experience,” I say. “Can recommend.”

“You did?” says Kat.

“I did. Living room, took a page out of your book.”

Kat walks through the entrance into the living room and chuckles audibly.

“Nice,” she says loudly.

Lilian builds herself up in front of me.

“So you are the woman who trained Kat,” Lilian says in an icy tone.

“And you are the woman who made her soft and whole,” I say. A sentence I never would have said before Antonella taught me how to be gentle.

The hint of a smirk appears on Lilian’s face.

“Come in,” I tell her. “Little surprise for the party.”

She walks in, looks at Antonella on the chair with the glass fist. Looks at Kat and explodes.

“You fucking told her? You fucking told her about—about—“ She slaps Kat full in the face and then boxes her. Kat grins as she blocks Lilian’s punches half-heartedly, finally grasps her, and swirls her around so she has Lilian in a headlock, one hand wandering around Lilian’s body into her trousers.

“Any more of that, my lovely Lilian Anne Knightley, and I will make you sit on it, too,” says Kat darkly. And I can see that they were meant for each other.

That’s the moment Antonella stops moving.

“Lilian,” she says. “I wanna meet Lilian too!”

“Oh-oh,” I say. “What did I tell you about not talking?”

But Antonella ignores me completely, like a child who cannot wait for its turn to speak, slips off the chair, rips off her mask and looks around.

“You’re Lilian,” says Antonella, beaming. “I’ve heard so much of you.”

I take one deep breath in. Never would I have believed she’d break the agreement. Nor that she’d dare stand unmasked and naked in front of either Kat or Lilian. But here we are.

Kat sees it coming. Lilian sees it coming.

Antonella doesn’t.

The chain hits her ass forcefully on the back, and she flies forward, almost stumbling into Lilian.

“You broke the rules,” I say. “Now I’ll have to break them too. Downstairs, now!”

“Can we join?” asks Kat. “There is someone who could use a lesson in obedience.”

I smirk and nod.

An audience is exactly what Antonella needs.

I walk her downstairs on the leash.

“On the bed with you,” I say. “On all fours.”

I fix her arms up left and right on the posters of the bed, not without slapping her face when I step around her to fix the other arm.

“I’ll let you pick the size,” I say. While I want to punish her, I will not repeat what happened a year ago.

I grab the strap-on and three dildos for her to choose from.

“Bench,” I say to Kat, who flaps Lilian over her lap. “I want Antonella to look you both in the eye while I take her.”

Kat chuckles. I know she is a sucker for an audience.

“Pick,” I say, holding up the three dildos for Antonella to see.

“Middle one,” she says.

It’s the smallest of the lot, but still girthy.

I remove my clothes and strap in, spit onto the dildo and kneel high behind her.

My hand wanders down her between her legs; she is dripping wet.

I knew it. She was doing all of this on purpose, the little brat she is.

I grasp her hair from the back of her head, arch her, and then I fuck her.

I fuck her until she screams.

“Watch,” I tell her. “Watch them.”

Kat has ordered Lilian to kneel on all fours in front of her and fingers her from behind.

“Watch what a good girl Lilian is, and what a disobedient little slut you are.”

She trembles.

“My filthy little whore,” I say. “You are mine. Mine to please. Mine to take. And I want you to be mine officially.”

“Yes,” she breathes out, “I’ll be your filthy little whore.” And I thrust into her just one more time until she explodes.

I lean in on her and pull her closer by the hair.

“By officially, I mean a civil union,” I say silently.

“I know,” she says. “And I said yes.”

Warmth radiates through my cold heart, and I look up.

I see Kat’s knowing grin, mouthing, ‘I told you so’, and I have to laugh.

“Kiss me,” I say and lean around her to kiss her over the shoulder.

Antonella

“Salvatore!” I shout through the masseria, “If you don’t have that shit ready within the next five minutes, I am going to blow up this entire shithole of a place.”

I am gesturing widely with my words, and my entire body trembles.

“You know,” he says when he steps into the courtyard of the masseria where the ceremony will take place, “You speak Sicilian better with your body and hands than your mouth by now.”

“Ti vaju a ammazzari!” I shout.

“Calm down, little sister. Everything will be ready. You will leave for Paris in ten hours to get what you always dreamed of, and while I still think it is a fundamentally stupid idea, and you will get us all killed, you have beaten the odds so many times by now that I am willing to bet on you.”

“Thank you,” I snap and get back to my room. I need to get into the dress. The dress. The dress that was a back-and-forth for months. Like this entire ceremony. I wanted colour. Rosalia all black. I wanted it to happen in Paris. She said it must be here. I wanted it big. She said small.

So now we are entering a civil union, with a ceremony at the masseria I hate, in a colour I hate, in a dress I hate, and nothing is like what I planned in my head. But then, I am also not Sophie anymore. I am Antonella. And this is my life now.

“You look stunning,” says Salvatore as he enters the room. “That dress will blow everyone away.”

“Let’s just hope no one blows me away,” I say darkly.

“No one will dare touch you, sister. They all know they will be dead afterwards, with Rosalia coming after you.”

“True,” I say. “They were so fucking scared when they found out.”

“She has murdered quite a lot.”

“She won’t now,” I say. “Unless everyone keeps to the rules.”

“You have done well, baby sis. You’re also much too valuable. Money is what makes them purr like kittens.”

“Do you have the numbers for the past month already?” I ask.

“I do, but not today.”

“I want to know, now,” I order him.

“A revenue increase of 324%,” he says.

“And the adjusted?”

“Still over 300%.”

“You’re right,” I say, “No one is going to touch me.”

I look at myself in the mirror. I am wearing a strapless black gown with floral lace and petals and a wide, long skirt.

“Here,” says Salvatore and puts the ornate lace cape around my shoulders. “You look like a queen of the underworld.”

“Well,” I say in a sardonic tone. “I am, ain’t I?”

We both laugh. A moment of silence passes.

“Did you find Luisa?” I ask.

“No,” he says. “And believe me when I tell you that I lifted every stone connected to her. I even put Kat and her AI onto it. There is just nothing. Like she never existed. Not a single full-face photo. No usable surveillance photos. Parents are gone. She is gone.”

“She never let herself be photographed,” I say, as I remember the time of my life with her. “She always made sure her face was never to be seen anywhere. I thought she was just insecure about herself, but looking back, she was leaving no traces.”

And now that I think back, when we travelled, she always had a hood on, or wore her fake glasses to look ‘more academic and older’—that’s what she told me. She had been hiding right under my nose. Which is some accomplishment.

But then, I was different back then. Maybe even a tad naive. Now, I can sniff betrayal from a mile away. I was Sophie, and now I am Antonella.

Luisa has been the most important person in Sophie’s life. And while I do hate her, it feels more like a ghost of the past from a life I don’t live in anymore. Because I am not Sophie anymore. I don’t even know what I’d do if Salvatore had found her. Maybe I would have asked her if it had all been a game to her. Maybe I would have murdered her for lying to me.

Whatever it is, I will never know.

Although I do believe in karma. And there is this saying the Germans have: you always meet twice in life, and when I meet her again, I will know what to do.

“Come on, it’s time,” says Salvatore.

And before I can blink, the day I have dreamed of comes. I am walking down the very short aisle to the olive tree I once planted with my father in a different life, to which I have now returned to enter a union with the woman who is nothing like what I had imagined my life partner to be. And yet, here I am. Because love cannot be ordered from a wish list. Love happens like the waves of life, unpredictable. Wild. Consuming.

I walk up to Rosalia.

To Kat and Salvatore as our witnesses.

Kat, who has become a friend whom I never thought I missed.

Salvatore, who has become a brother whom I will protect with my life.

Rosalia, who has become the woman I fell in love with. The woman who vexes me every day. The woman I tell:

“Rosalia Vittare. I love you. And when I say I love you, I mean that you never make me guess where we stand or what you feel. Every time I look at you, I know you are mine,” I swallow, because the moment is more emotional than I thought.

“I could be in a room filled with all the women in the world, and none of them would interest me, because I would always choose you. Messy as we are. Messy as our lives are. Messy as our past has been.” A tear hushes over my cheek, and Rosalia brushes it away with her thumb.

“You are mine because you made me become a version of myself I never knew existed. A version I fell in love with. Just like with you and our life here. And every time I look at you, you remind me of the preciousness I had before the world happened to me, the rawness far from perfectionism and worldly standards. With you, I can be me, in all that I am. And therefore, I love you.”

She smiles at me. One of the rare smiles only I get to see—ever once in a while.

“Voglio costituire con te un'unione civile,” I add.

“Voglio costituire con te un'unione civile,” Rosalia says. “Because I do not simply love you, but my body, my soul and my heart ache for you in a way so consuming, so demanding that you are the first thing I think about the moment I open my eyes, and the last before I enter the realm of dreams,” she says, and warmth radiates over me. Her eyes are locked in mine, and I want to become one with her.

“You showed me a world I did not know existed, made me question all of who I am, and therein I found a me I could not be without you,” she continues. “You are mine. You were mine from the moment I knew who you were, but you became mine in a way I never dared to believe in. So when I stand here, I stand here in front of my God, the Lord, knowing that he sent you to me, and therefore I promise to cherish you, love you, vex you, not until death do us part, but as long as our souls walk this path in union.”

My lips part, and I am rendered entirely speechless. Never, in my entire time with her, did I believe it possible to hear such words from the grumpy woman who sends her stings at everyone. But she said them. For me. Because she knows how important this day is for me. It is the one thing she gave me. Because I gave her everything else.

The registrar says something, but I don’t hear anything. The only thing I do is kiss her. My lady in black. The one I hate and love every day a little bit more.

Rosalia Vittare.

Sono Capo Antonella Amato.

And together, we will burn down the world.

The one, made by men.


[image: red heart] THANK YOU FOR READING HER WRATH[image: red heart]



I hope you enjoyed the book, and I’d be ever so grateful if you could leave a review on the platform(s) of your choosing and tell your book-besties about it.

[image: red heart]Thank you[image: red heart]


YOU WANT MORE SINS…



Her Envy:

A Sapphic Why Choose Dark Romance

[image: Book Cover Her envy]


Pssssst…I’m letting you in on a secret: It’s Luisa’s turn.

Coming June 15th

Available for PRE ORDER

[image: ]


Already out:

[image: Book Covers of Her Wrath, Her Pride, Her Greed]


Book 1: Her Greed

Book 2: Her Pride

Book 3: Her Wrath

[image: QR Code for Her Sins series Link Amazon]



WELCOME TO THE MURDER



The Raven-Universe doesn’t end here.

Become part of The Murder—an exclusive community for those who love the darkness and cannot wait to find out more.

Join here


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



Writing Her Wrath has been different. Rosalia was so dark and twisted that it was quite hard for me not to dislike her to some degree. She went through so much, and yet she would have had the chance to change. And while she did change to a certain degree, she has this entitlement, the god complex, the superiority and in parts hypocrisy. Her arc was not about healing, but about learning to let someone in. Not all HEAs are super happy. Some HEAs will keep the taste of the past, which a person may never fully recover from.

Just as much as I might never recover from the research I did for this book—I deep dived into the Mafia setting, and, hell, there are things you better don’t look up.[image: grinning face with sweat]

As always, I am so grateful to all the people who have made this book possible, first and foremost, my beta readers and editor. But this time, I want to use this space for something special.

Over the past few months, I have learned that beautiful strangers on the internet, whom I did not know before, have become my biggest fans. Pushing me, commenting on every post, supporting me, recommending me and my books relentlessly. I want to thank you here for being my biggest cheerleaders:

Lauren, Nicole, Alice, Carissa, and Bex. Thank you for being part of my journey. [image: smiling face with hearts]
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