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The car stopped at the very end of the driveway, in front of the garage door. Once the purr of the engine died away, the driver’s door opened, and a woman climbed down, her platform sandals making it hard for her to keep her balance. With an annoyed huff and a roll of her eyes, she took them off and started walking to the house’s main entrance barefoot.

Never again, the woman promised herself as she went inside, putting the sandals into a box with an irritated gesture. The bimbos at the office could laugh at her and talk behind her back until their mouths turned to the back of their heads; she won’t give a damn about what they think from then on.

Of course, being Ottavio Sforza’s personal assistant came at a high cost; she had known that from the moment she applied for the job, almost three years earlier. She was more than willing to sacrifice her comfort and change her style, but there were some things she simply couldn’t give up, including the almost masculine shoes she usually wore.

Enough of this. The woman pushed aside thoughts of the uncomfortable sandals and concentrated on what truly mattered. She entered the spare bedroom, now used as a home office, placed the small briefcase at the foot of the desk, and listened carefully for a few seconds.

A satisfied smile spread across her sensual lips as the room remained silent, with not even a faint sound disturbing the quiet. This indicated that her foolish roommate had finally learned his lesson and understood not to bother her with his presence after she returned from work. She thought to herself that the lesson from yesterday had been well learned, her mouth curling into a harsh, cruel rictus.

The woman was about to sigh contentedly and sit at the desk, but repressed it, huffing in annoyance while crossing the room. She sat on a stool, removed her fake eyelashes and makeup, gradually revealing her true face.

There was nothing she hated more than hiding her true self under layers of mascara, foundation, powder, and a hundred other cosmetics, but she couldn’t allow anyone to see how she really looked. Not right now, and probably not anytime soon, she thought, frustration bubbling and rising inside her, threatening to explode.

After taking a few deep breaths, the woman regained her composure. She should indeed be grateful to those cosmetic products, as without them, securing that job and sharing the same air as Ottavio Sforza, a renowned businessman and leader of a prestigious Old-World Mafia family, would have been impossible.

Once this part of her daily ritual was complete, the woman returned to the desk and, sinking into the chair behind it, began doing what she liked most. She spent the next two hours examining merger contracts and other documents, annotating them and offering suggestions to improve the performance of various parts of Sforza Enterprises.

With hawk-like precision, she double-checked everything, looking for wording that could alter a contract's meaning and give partners unnegotiated advantages. It was her job to ensure perfection.

A buzz from her phone stopped her. She put her contract down, checked the message, and frowned. Frustrated, she took off her glasses and pinched the bridge of her nose, seeking a solution.

Those bastards again, the woman thought, cursing the two men who couldn’t mind their own business. How dumb to threaten a company you want for your family? she wondered, anger rising.

I can’t let those creatures destroy a business built over decades, she told herself, pacing the room. I must stop them before it gets out of control without revealing my true identity.

Tilting her head back and closing her eyes, the woman let out an exasperated sigh. She thought that after they saw what happened to Dixon, the two idiots would stop doing stupid shit, but none of them got the message. She needed to find a better way to make herself understood quickly.

The woman pressed her palms against her forehead, trying to make the twitching in her eyes stop. Gaspare grew impatient, threatening to take the matter into his own hands if she didn’t handle it to his satisfaction. The only choice she had was to permanently get rid of the two troublemakers.

The alternative was far worse than anything she could imagine; Gaspare craved some wild action, and she didn’t misunderstand him. Sure, for almost three years, she had to be in the same room with Ottavio Sforza and put up with his obnoxious personality, but it was nothing compared with what Gaspare endured.

For thirty years, he was denied a voice and freedom to express himself, kept hidden as a shameful secret, and imprisoned behind iron bars in a dark, cold room, depriving him of the warmth of his home from the tender age of eight.

There, in the prison-like facility for mentally troubled children, Gaspare learned he was dead to the outside world. For the soulless creatures who ran that hellish place, he was nothing more than a name in bold, black letters on a folder, a bundle of diagnoses, and a subject of their cruel tests and inhumane experiments, which they pompously called methods of treatment.

Sixteen years. That’s how long Gaspare stayed there, stifled, bullied, tortured, and humiliated, with every word he spoke twisted and used against him. Then, when the devil in charge of that corner of hell finally met Satan, his Maker, he seized the unexpected opportunity and set his plan in motion.

The woman dismissed the idea of a walk down memory lane, recalling when she and Gaspare became partners. She thought, He has to be patient; options are limited for him now. Rome wasn’t built in a day, and he knew their plan would take time to succeed.

She straightened her posture, opened her laptop, and checked her mailbox, gasping loudly at nearly twenty emails waiting for her response. She shook her head, feeling a blend of frustration and anger, as she noticed that most of the emails were from the heads of different departments at Ottavio’s companies.

How irresponsible can these people be? I spend several hours explaining everything thoroughly, almost as if I were talking to young children. Yet, as soon as I leave the building, they forget what they were supposed to do and how to do it. The woman concluded her internal monologue with a frustrated sigh.

Pressing her lips into a thin, almost white line, she began replying to the emails. From time to time, she shook her head, her face a mask of utter disbelief. Sometimes she didn’t understand why Ottavio kept paying those people, since most of them couldn’t follow a simple set of clear instructions.

After securing the assistant position, she independently dedicated significant time to understanding her boss’s mindset, vision, leadership style, and future plans. Luckily, she succeeded, which greatly helped her earn his respect and trust.

Ottavio Sforza listened to his assistant’s ideas and frequently praised her for suggesting improvements that boosted the performance and profits of various companies. Sometimes he joked about making her vice-CEO because she cared more about each company's success than anyone else.

If he only knew, the woman smiled, amused. He would have me kicked out of the headquarters and would do anything in his power to keep me a million miles away from anything even remotely related to his businesses. Not that I don’t care about his companies; I do, but not for the same reasons he does.

The woman reviewed her annotated documents one last time, examining each carefully, then neatly stacked them and placed the pile in a folder. That’s all for today, she thought, exhaling a small sigh of satisfaction after sending the last email. Now, it was time to relax and catch up on some gossip.

What better place to find it than here? The woman smiled as she looked at the photos posted on the social media account of a fifteen-year-old boy named Blaise Cavallieri. I swear, teens these days don’t have any notion of privacy. She shook her head. They’re obsessed with being in the limelight, like they're some Hollywood divas. 

What’s the purpose of posting photos of yourself from the moment you wake up until bedtime, especially at this age? Is there no one to warn these kids how annoying this can be for adults and how risky it is to expose their lives to the public’s watchful eye? Of course not, and then who is surprised when something bad occurs?

The woman shook her head again, a hint of amusement in her eyes as she reacted to photos of teens and younger children goofing off, riding horses, having a good time, splashing each other in a large pool, or petting cats. They were all very cute and sweet; she had to give them that.

The woman’s somewhat stern features softened slightly as she looked at the photos that kid Blaise posted of him, his friends, and his cousins, only to harden again when she saw those featuring the adults in the boy’s extended family. Her boss, Ottavio Sforza, appeared in most of them and was also tagged in the descriptions.

No, she thought, her jaw clenched so tightly it was painful. They must pay for what happened in the past—the men, because their fathers were aware of the child's suffering and chose to do nothing. The young children and teens shared responsibility for their ancestors’ sins; the bloodlines of everyone who knew about the terrible act had to be ended.

Vendetta... Revenge formed the core of the universe, shaping the upbringing of men and children. They accepted and embraced it without hesitation, unaware of the impending consequences. The Old-World Mafia operated under strict laws that permitted no excuses. 
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“What’s wrong?” Ottavio, fully dressed in a pair of comfortable trunks and a cotton T-shirt, climbed onto the bed. “You have not been yourself for quite some time.” His voice dripped with worry as he examined his husband’s face.

“Everything’s fine.” Ives lifted his head from the book he was reading, a reassuring smile gracing his sensual lips. “Stop being the professional worrier.” He huffed softly. “I think you spend too much time in the Wisdom Keeper’s company for your own good.”

“Um... in case you didn’t know, though I doubt it, when the Wisdom Keeper says something isn’t the way it’s supposed to be, he’s right nine out of ten times. Maybe this is contagious. I don’t know,” Ottavio grinned.

“There’s nothing, really,” Ives protested, raising his voice slightly. “The triplets are in good health, the relationship between you and Gale is better than ever, you and Ivy have a great sex life, and so do we. You earned Poisoned Ivy’s respect and trust, even his affection...”

“Amore, it’s not that I don’t believe you,” Ottavio ran the pad of his thumb over the other man’s clean-shaven cheek. “But you look exhausted.” He cleared his throat. “Look, I know we just came back from Sicily, but if you need another vacation, just tell me. There’s no important contract to negotiate or sign, and I could delegate all my other responsibilities to Miss Cooper so we could enjoy...”

“What do you know about your family?” Ives cut his husband short, his voice strained. “The immediate ones, I mean, grandparents, uncles, aunts, and their children, this kind of relative.”

The young man’s question caught Ottavio off guard. “From my father’s side, I come from a long line of only children,” he answered in a theatrical voice. “Mammina had a brother, Uncle Jorgen, Baldassare’s papa.” He swallowed hard a few times before continuing. “I have two younger sisters, Francesca and Lodovica. For some reason, Papa severed ties with both of them shortly after they married.”

His husband’s words made Ives frown. “You never mentioned them before,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “I...I can’t believe someone like the Don Giovanni I know from your stories and the others’ would turn his back on his own flesh and blood like that.”

Ottavio sighed, pain clouding his eyes. “And still, it happened. I kept hoping Papa would reconsider cutting my sisters out of our lives after they left the house to follow their husbands to their new homes, but it didn’t happen.” The man inhaled sharply. “In retrospect, that was one of the best things he did; who knows, maybe they would have been killed by their brother’s hand, like...”

“Stop.” Ives’s voice, usually warm and understanding, was commanding, almost cold. “Don’t even go there. You promised you’d never do that to yourself again. As Doctor Schuster said, we don’t know who held the gun that killed your father. I have a feeling it wasn’t you.” Seeing the other man about to protest, he changed the subject. “What do you know about Don Giovanni’s parents? Were any of them alive when you were born?”

“Only Nonna.” A weak smile tugged at Ottavio’s lips as the image of his maternal grandmother appeared vividly before him. “Anna-Adelina Sforza-DiBianchi was an extraordinary woman in many ways. She could defend herself and those around her, wielding not only blades and guns but also her brilliant mind, the most formidable weapon of all.”

“She really sounds like a great lady.” For the first time since the conversation began, Ives’s jade-green eyes brightened. “I would have liked to meet her.”

Ottavio nodded, his eyes filled with a mix of warmth and melancholy. “Me, too. I was only fourteen when she passed away at fifty-six.” He sighed. “Rumors had it that her life with my grandfather wasn’t happy. From fragments of conversations among the servants I’ve overheard, I’ve learned he was very cold, not only toward her but also toward Papa, which is strange, given that he was his only child.”

“That explains everything.” Ives nodded, then turned to the other man. “What about inviting Luca, Martino, Baldassare, and Elyan here tomorrow morning? They can make it. I checked with your brother and cousin today.” He held his husband’s gaze. “Sorry I did this behind your back, but it’s very important.”

Ottavio pulled the other man into a tight embrace. “Nothing to be sorry for, caro amore mio. You know I’d do anything for your happiness and peace of mind. You, Ivy, Poisoned Ivy, Gale, and the triplets are everything to me, and I love you with all I have.”

His husband’s words made Ives’s eyes even brighter. “I love you, too, mio adorato, and I promise never to keep anything from you. Everything will make sense tomorrow, one way or another. Now let’s get some sleep. We both need it.”

With these words, Ives wrapped his arms around the other man’s neck, planted sweet, innocent kisses on his lips, forehead, and temples, then slid under the covers and pulled them over his head. It took less than a minute for him to drift into the land of dreams, his features settling into a serene expression.

Usually, the sight of his husband sleeping so peacefully had a calming effect on Ottavio, who followed his example right away, but this time was different.  The earlier talk, instead of easing his worries, awakened a feeling of uneasiness and confusion he thought had long since disappeared.

Ottavio didn’t have any memories from before age nine; no birthdays, no family gatherings, no school-related events, nothing whatsoever. It was as if he hadn’t existed before that age, as if he were born a nine-year-old boy. The party his parents threw to celebrate his ninth birthday was his earliest childhood memory.

Every time Ottavio asked Donna Lucrezia about the period before that milestone, she changed the subject and made great efforts to steer the then-young boy’s thoughts away from that topic. The questions he asked Don Giovanni were met with a wall of silence so cold he could almost feel the chill in his bones.

On one occasion, when both his parents, each in their own way, refused to answer Ottavio’s questions, the then-twelve-year-old summoned all his courage and went to his grandmother, hoping she would offer him answers. She just stared blankly ahead, her lips moving, but no sound came out of her mouth, while tears streamed down her cheeks.

Ottavio's image of Donna Ana-Adelina was of a strong woman who always kept her household and her feelings in check, rarely expressing her emotions. Seeing her, seated in her favorite spot in the grand salon, back straight, unable to hold back her tears, had a devastating impact on him. He made a silent promise never to upset her again, no matter what.

A frown creased Ottavio’s forehead as he remembered the letter he had found in that misplaced book in Palazzo Sforza’s library more than three years earlier, a letter from his father addressed to his twelve-year-old self.  Back then, he hadn’t checked the date, but now he was sure it was sometime after the episode with his grandmother.

Now, the seed of doubt was planted, and Ottavio wondered whether the letter was a genuine declaration of love from his father or merely meant to stop him from asking questions that the other adults found painful and uncomfortable. One part of him wanted the answer, while the other wanted to leave things as they were.

Ottavio closed his eyes and began taking deep breaths, as the therapist had told him to do when he was stressed.  However, instead of calming down and letting his body relax, his mind raced, thoughts buzzing like a hive of mad bees, keeping him from sleeping and making him toss and turn restlessly in bed.

For the first time ever, Ottavio wondered whether the head-splitting migraines he had occasionally were responsible for erasing all his early childhood memories from his brain. If so, he wouldn’t be very surprised; after all, the migraines, or whatever else happened inside his head, made him do a lot of stupid shit he didn’t remember afterward.

When Ottavio was arrested, he didn’t even attempt to defend himself; he was overwhelmed by the evidence, mainly videos and audio recordings. The man agreed with the pro bono lawyer appointed to his case to plead guilty to all charges and didn’t ask for a reduced sentence or file an appeal afterward.

During the trial and even afterward, Basile kept insisting that it wasn’t Ottavio who committed the crimes he was accused of. He, like all his family, had been loyal to the Sforzas for generations. That also meant having his boss’s back and lying for him if the situation required it.

Tension finally began to leave Ottavio’s body, and his lids grew leaden, the telltale signs that sleep wouldn’t be long in overtaking him. His muscles were relaxed now, and, as his mind gradually emptied of all thought, so was his mind. Like a calm lake, sleep surrounded him, and he let it pull him under and take all his worries away.
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Ives looked around the room. “Thank you for coming.” He cleared his throat. “I need your help, but I’m not sure where to start.”

“One step at a time,” Baldassare offered the young man a friendly smile. “These aren’t empty words. I’m living proof of that. Every journey has to start with a first step.”

“We’re family, and you can count on us to help with whatever you need,” Martino said, turning to his brother-in-law, his voice warm and affectionate.

“I think your father kept something from you and my dear husband here.” Ives anxiously licked his lips. “Something important, a big secret he carried to the grave, but one that influenced everyone’s life for a long time and still does, if you ask me.”

“Papa was indeed a secretive man, but he told mammina everything and trusted her more than his consigliere,” Ottavio interjected. “No matter what it was, I don’t see him keeping anything from her, especially if it would have jeopardized his family’s safety or well-being.”

“Yes, that’s true,” Ives reluctantly admitted. “On the other hand, it’s possible Don Giovanni thought he could handle the situation, and there was no point in worrying his wife over nothing.” He swallowed hard a few times. “He said so himself.”

“It sounds like the zio Giovanni I know,” Baldassare said, nodding in approval. “Anyway, where did you get the idea he was hiding something big from his family?” The man gasped. “Wait a minute. What did you just say?”

“I...um...” Ives hesitated, looking around the room again. “During the vacation in Sicily, I explored Palazzo Sforza from the basement to the attic and, among the multitude of treasures I came across, found Don Giovanni’s diary. He started writing in it on his tenth birthday and made the last entry the day after turning twenty-one.”

“Papa’s...diary?” Ottavio stuttered, his eyes widening with a mix of shock and curiosity. “I...I never thought he’d be the type of man to feel the need to keep one.”

“Maybe that’s because, by the time you were old enough to understand what was going on around you, Don Giovanni already had someone to whom he could confess his most intimate thoughts.” Ives gave his husband a tender smile.

“You’re right,” Baldassare nodded in approval. “I, too, kept a diary as a child and a teenager, but I didn’t feel the need to continue after I met my

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
LEAR Er

PRESENT
IODANGER

I

EIRS:

BOOK TWO

HM WOLFE

IN COLLABORATION WITH

C] BISHOP





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





