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CHAPTER 1


[image: ]


The house, more like a mansion, was situated on the secluded property, in what was once one of the most luxurious, private and exclusive neighborhoods of New York City. It was where the rich and famous came to live their lives far away from the scrutinizing public eye. Now, only a few of the numerous villas and mansions were still inhabited, all the others being in a visible state of neglect.

A high, freshly painted black iron fence surrounded the entire parcel of land the house was located on. Although imposing, the tall trees and the dense wall of well-maintained bushes, shrubs, and other green vegetation it was hidden behind made it almost invisible from the distance. 

From the outside, the property seemed deserted, but it was guarded by several dozen men, strategically placed. Some of them noticed the vehicle coming closer and closer, signaling it to those who guarded the main gate. After taking a close look at the car, they signaled back that everything was all right, then added something in the secret code they used to communicate between them. 

The new information made the men agitated, and they hurried to take their positions. One of them communicated some information through the radio he was equipped with, then he also took his place.

As soon as the black, sleek sports car passed through the gates of the mansion, the silhouette of a young man in his early twenties appeared from the house; he hurried to greet the occupant of the car. From the way the men posted around the imposing house reacted at the sight of the vehicle, the person or persons inside it were of great importance and status in their eyes.

The vehicle's engine stopped its smooth purr, and the driver's door opened, revealing a young man no more than twenty-three, twenty-four years old. The dark-blue suit he was wearing was perfectly fitting to his body's contour, the fabric it was made of, without any wrinkles. A pair of expensive sunglasses, a classy watch, and two golden rings completed the new arrival’s outfit.

Drawing the young man who waited to greet him into a bear hug, he cast a glance around him. The expression on his face changed from a neutral into a satisfied one. The men surrounding the house relaxed visibly, the sigh of relief escaping from all their chests being very audible, in spite of their efforts to conceal it.

The man who had just arrived chuckled, a half-amused-half-malicious smile on his face. His name was Daniel, or Daniele, as his Italian employees called him, always putting the honorary Don in front of the name. Daniel Fenelli, the son and heir of the most prominent Detroit Mafia boss, Don Giuseppe Fenelli. The man who met him was Abele Massari, his closest friend and, according to some sources, his prospective consigliere, the most trusted adviser of a don.

Some of the guards moved behind their boss, ready to protect him at the cost of their life, but a sign of Daniel's hand stopped them in their tracks.

“Abele and I will walk the rest of our way home, alone,” he said, dismissing the men. They bowed their heads respectfully, retreating to their positions.

As soon as the two young men were far enough away, the guards started to talk loudly, mixing English and Italian words, their voices laced with the Sicilian accent.

“What a devil of a man!” one of them said. “That cold, heavy stare of his almost makes me piss my pants every time he looks at me. Santa Madonna, protect us from the evil one”, he added, making the sign of the cross in the air.

"Don't be disrespectful, Marcello! Devil or saint, Don Daniele is Padrino's only son and most likely the next boss of this family", another guard said. He was going by the name of Pietro, and he was a little older than the one named Marcello. 

“And Abele Massari is going to be his consigliere, so you better show him more respect when you are around him. Everybody knows that being on the boss' adviser's bad side is not a wise choice”. Pietro finished his sentence by casting a warning glance in Marcello's direction.

“Consigliere, un cazzo! Quello cuciollo di Abele mai fara del consigliere”, the other guard engaged in the discussion retorted in his native language. At this point a third man, a tall, lanky guy intervened.

“So, Marce, are you saying that Abele Massari is not going to be Don Daniele's consigliere when Padrino steps down, anointing his son as the new boss? Or...” the guy paused a little, then continued, insistently glaring at Marcello “do you imply that Don Daniele shouldn't rule the family either?”

“Mi scusi, Signor Leonardi, I didn't mean to...” Marcello backed down, clearly intimidated by the lanky man.

“C'mon folks, the show is over. Back to your positions.”, Leonardi said in a commanding voice. "Don't go yet, Pietro, I wish to have a word with you," he stopped the man who replied to Marcello, defending Daniel and Abele.

"Si, signore, I listen," he said in a respectful tone.

“It is known that consigliere Brentano is strongly opposed to Don Daniele's appointment as the future leader of the Fenelli family.” Pietro nodded, without saying anything.

Sighing heavily, Franco Leonardi, the head of Giuseppe Fenelli's security, continued. “His reasons are unclear, even for me. It is a known fact that Marcello's whole family is loyal to Brentano and he doesn't make a secret out of it. However, he is a stupid pup, barking up every tree. But there are others we don't know about, and I want you to help me find out who they are. We cannot afford a rebellion, not at this moment."

"You can count on me, signor Leonardi," Pietro said, "I will identify them and let you know, so you can proceed as you see fit."

“One more thing, Pietro; nobody must know of this, not even Padrino. I will inform him at the right moment”. The two men shook hands without another word, parting ways.

Meanwhile, unaware of the little commotion behind them, the two young men continued walking. Abele was waiting patiently for his boss's son to start asking him questions. He didn't dare speak without permission. Finally, Daniel turned to him.

“So, Abele, I take it that there were no incidents around here during my absence?” he spoke to the other young man, now walking side by side with him.

“No, Signorino Daniele, everything was well, no reason to...” he stopped in the middle of the sentence, noticing the annoyed look on the other man's face. “Why are you upset? Did I say something wrong?”

"Actually, you did," the man called Daniele said. "Abele, how many times have I told you not to call me that?"

“But, sig... I mean, Daniel, you are the boss's son, all of us must show you the respect you deserve. One day, you'll be the leader of Fenelli family, and if your men do not treat you with the utmost respect, then who will?"

“I must admit you are right, amico mio. I mean, the part about the men treating me with respect. You, on the other hand, are not one of my men.”

“W—what do you mean by that?”, Abele replied, a restless, uneasy look in his eyes. “Who or what am I, if not one of yours and Padrino's most loyal followers?”

“You are my bodyguard, the man I trust with my life, knowing, that you will gladly give yours to keep me safe, unharmed. You are also my father's trusted consigliere. You're the man who has a solution to every problem, a wise word for every situation. But above all, mio caro Abele, you are my friend, and there is no such thing as hierarchy between friends. Keep that in mind. Now, back to where we left off. How's papa? Did he go to the hospital for his examinations? What did the doctors say? Any positive changes? Anything we should worry about?” 

As he spoke, Daniel's expression shifted from warm, as it was when he told Abele what he meant to him, to a worried, concerned one. Anyone who noticed these changes could tell that the person he called Papa held a special place in Daniel's heart.

"Well," Abele said, "according to the doctors, there are no significant changes in Padrino's state of health, meaning no improvements." After a short pause, he continued. “On the other hand, no change, also means that the paralysis's side effects are not worsening either. Which can be considered good news, isn't it?”

"These private practice doctors, they know nothing," Daniel huffed in annoyance. "How can they say that the lack of a positive evolution can be considered good news? What have they done so far to obtain progress? Nothing, I tell you, not a goddamn thing! Cashing in on papa's money is the only thing they are good at, but that's enough. Since we are in New York City, I am going to convince Papa to check in for a complete evaluation at New York General Hospital. I heard that they have a lot of competent doctors there.”

“But... " Abele replied, "Padrino has used the services of this private practice ever since he got out of jail. He will not agree with your plan, Daniel, not at all. In fact, I am afraid that you, suggesting that may lead to a rift between you and your father."

“Don't worry, caro amico mio," Daniel smiled. "Papa is a very wise man, and he will see that my intentions are good." 

The two men walked the rest of their way in silence — each of them with their thoughts. Abele was blown away by Daniel's words, by their magnitude and meaning. For anyone else, what had been said earlier would have been of much lesser importance. He, on the other hand, was born and raised in a world where to be called a friend by the boss's only son and successor was something a man belonging to that world only dared to dream about.

Daniel's thoughts, on the other hand, revolved around the meetings he had attended a few days ago. In the beginning, the bastards were like sharks when they smell blood, circling their victim and getting ready to tear it up into a million tiny shreds. But in the end, to their big surprise, the morons had become the prey themselves. 

None of them was a match for the predator Daniel Fenelli was. An uncanny sense of danger, the ability to maintain his calm and composure, plus the negotiations skills he acquired during the two years he spent in the Police Academy made him a force to be reckoned with.

His deep blue eyes pierced into his opponents' soul, pouring fear into it. His cold gaze was holding them still, paralyzing them, the same way a cobra hypnotized its prey before delivering the fatal bite. Besides, there were people, enemies most of them, but also some allies, who swore Daniel could read their mind and see their best-hidden thoughts.

These were only some of the things, why many mob bosses, less reputable and honorable than Giuseppe Fenelli, the current leader of the Fenelli family, feared the day he would step down, leaving Daniel in charge. A Mafia boss who graduated from the Police Academy with flying colors in only two years, who was currently, the best hostage and crisis negotiator of the Detroit Police Department was something unheard of before.

The meetings were not Daniel's or his father's, Giuseppe “Joe” Fenelli's idea. Their organization was a force by itself, and they didn't need any allies, especially the kind that could do more bad than good to their family's image. However, Daniel saw them as the perfect opportunity to take the pulse and find out what the other crime families thought in their natural environment, as Daniel put it at the time.

This series of meetings and negotiations, more or less secret, was not the only reason Joe Fenelli decided to leave Detroit. There he had lived most of his life as a free man and then he relocated to New York, accompanied by his most loyal men and by Claudio Brentano, his consigliere.

The head of the Fenelli family was not afraid that something would go wrong in Detroit during his absence. Not at all. He was the undisputed king of the Italian mafia in the city. His family had made a crucial contribution to building it from the ground up. That made it one of the most prosperous cities in the country. 

Sure, Detroit was going through a less than favorable period now, but for Joe, this situation was only temporary. He believed in his city, in the ability of the people inhabiting it of making it rise from the ashes. The experienced Mafia boss knew that this goal could not be achieved without a lot of money and support.

Of course, they needed money and support. They had it coming from people of great importance. Powerful people. Influential people. People who ruled over those who ruled the country. People who had the power to change destinies with just one word, in the blink of an eye. 

Joe had come to the Big Apple to make allies, but he planned to play with the Major League fellas, the Dragons' House. He wanted no more, no less than to forge an alliance between them and his organization...as equals. For now, Daniel was unaware of his father's plans, but he was going to find out very soon.
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From the window of his office, Joe Fenelli noticed the two young men as they approached the house. They were smiling, making small talk and looking completely relaxed. The Mafia boss felt his heart swell with pride and joy at the sight. 

Daniel was the best son a father could ever wish for. Intelligent, brilliant even, loyal, ruthless when the situation required, but also caring. He managed to win the respect of most of the men in no time, proving that he had all the necessary qualities to become a great leader when the time came.

As for Abele, he surpassed, by far, Fenelli's most optimistic expectations. Calm, calculated, he possessed remarkably cold blood, just like Daniel. Wise, he proudly represented the family he had descended from. Except, for now, no one could know who Abele really was. Giuseppe Fenelli could not allow that to happen. 

He made a promise in that small cemetery in Sicily, before those buried there, and he intended to do everything in his power to fulfill it. When the time came, Abele would return to take back what was rightfully his and to avenge those innocent deaths. For now, though, this would have to wait, as the enemies still lurked in the darkness. As long as Abele lived under Giuseppe's wing, unaware of his true identity, he was safe.

The Detroit mobster's only regret was that Abele couldn't stay by Daniel's side, as his consigliere. Together, the two of them would have been an invincible team, a formidable duo. Shaking his head, the boss of the Fenelli organization chased the thought away. Here and now is all that matters. There is no point crying over things that could have been, he said to himself.

Soon, Daniel and Abele were out of sight, meaning that they were entering the imposing edifice's foyer. Joe smiled inwardly, anticipating the explosion of joy and excitement coming from his sister, Donna Rosa Schilacci, who waited impatiently to greet her nephew.

“Mio caro Daniele, il bello della zia, benvenuto a casa," she said, hugging Daniel tightly, with all the force her petite body allowed.

"Zia Rosita, let me go, I can't breathe", her nephew playfully choked. "Besides, I was away only six days. It's not like I was missing for months”, he added, looking lovingly at his aunt. 

"Six days is too long for this old aunt of yours," Donna Rosa said, caressing the young man's hand. "You are like a son to me, Daniel, and a mom misses her baby, from the second he walks out the door. Go now, pay your respects to my brother, like the dutiful son you are, then come to the kitchen. I ordered the cook to prepare your favorite dish.” She cast a critical glance in Daniel's direction. "I can see that you didn't eat properly, while you were away and you are almost skin and bones. But don't you worry, mio caro nipote, you are home now, and Zia Rosita is going to take good care of you."

“Grazie, Zia, but you don't have to spoil me," Daniel gave her a warm smile. "I am a big boy now, in case you didn't notice. I am not a kid anymore, and I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself."

“Oh, nonsense! Every man needs a woman to take care of him. A mother, a sister, in some cases a daughter...and a wife, of course. You have to find yourself a good girl to marry so she can give you beautiful, healthy, strong children and to rule your household with an iron fist in a velvet glove."

“But, Zia", Daniel protested in a barely audible voice, "I already discussed this matter with papa, and we agreed I am too young to marry. We both think I should wait a couple more years before taking that step. It's a major decision, and we have to consider every aspect instead of acting in a rush."

Donna Rosa looked affectionately at her nephew before speaking again. "My brother is the head of this family and if he said so, then so be it. He knows better than anyone what's best for each and, every man under his command, you included. Especially you, who must obey him twice; as his son and as his under-boss." A heavy sigh escaped her lips, but her smile's brightness remained undimmed. "Speaking of, my brother has waited for you for quite some time now. His patience must've worn thin by now," she concluded ushering Daniel towards the hall leading to his father's office.

Left alone with her thoughts, Donna Rosa took her favorite spot, in the massive armchair near the equally huge window that offered a panoramic view of the garden and the perfectly manicured lawn. She was thinking of her nephew, who was still an enigma to her, even after all these years. With his good looks, not to mention his extraordinary intelligence and caring nature, Daniel was the man of every girl's dream. Especially of those born and raised in the Mafia families.

The daughters, nieces, sisters or granddaughters of the most prominent Detroit mobsters stood in line, waiting for Fenelli's son to notice them, to ask them out or at least to cast them a glance between his thick, long, black lashes. He could choose any of them as his wife, without the others feeling offended. Then why, instead of being thrilled at the idea of marriage, Daniel wanted to postpone the event indefinitely?

He'd even convinced Donna Rosa's brother, his father, to back him up on that. The surprising part was that Giuseppe accepted it. Men! But who could understand them? Their father would've never agreed with this kind of madness. For God's sake, the boy was twenty-four already! At this age, her brother had been happily married for almost six years. Unless...Donna Rosa covered her mouth with her hand. No, that was impossible, it can't be! She couldn't go through that same pain, not for the second time.

With heavy sobs wracking her fragile body, the woman walked to the part of the mansion where the little chapel was. She felt the need to pray for the innocent soul of the young man she called her nephew. Her desperate, heartfelt prayer was also for her long-lost son, who was probably no longer walking on this earth. Just like her brother's boy, his only guilt was that he fell in love with the wrong person. 

Meanwhile, the subject of Donna Rosa's worries was in front of Fenelli's office door. After knocking discreetly two times, he decided to enter. With his hand on the doorknob, he stopped all of a sudden at the sound of the voices coming from inside.

His father was engaged in a heated discussion with someone, as Daniel deduced from the tone of their voices. They were speaking in the abrupt dialect specific to Sicily, biting the words, shortening them to the point they became incomprehensible for someone who was not familiar with the language.

It didn't take long for Daniel to identify the other man's voice; it belonged to Claudio Brentano, his father's consigliere. Grimacing with displeasure, he thought the man was a little too disrespectful with his boss, and this was not something new. It all began a year or so ago when Giuseppe Fenelli announced to all his loyal lieutenants that he intended to step down, passing his position as Don to Daniel, as his only son and sole heir.

While most of them approved his decision, for Brentano it came as a shock. Deep down inside, he had always hoped the boss would nominate him as successor. He had his reasons to dream of the chief position, but then Daniel came into the picture, seven years ago, blowing everything away, like a castle of cards. 

Suddenly, the door burst open, Brentano storming out of the office. In his rush, he nearly knocked down Daniel, who stood in the door frame, an expression of complete shock on his face. He managed to compose himself, greeting the older man quickly.

“Consigliere Brentano, que piacere vederti! Had I known you were in here with papa, I would've come sooner. We must get together sometime, just you and me, to catch up. We have so many things to talk about!” Daniel said a bright, sincere smile on his face. 

"Signorino Daniele, the pleasure is mine," Fenelli's adviser said, although his sour expression showed the complete opposite of it. "Eavesdropping?", he continued, a malicious smile creeping on his face.

"Oh, no, I'm here to pay respects to my honorable boss and father. Also, I intend to give him a complete report about how the negotiations between our organization and the other families went. As a consigliere, you should be present, so I am humbly asking you to stay", Daniel offered, much to Claudio Brentano's surprise.

“Grazie, pero...” he paused briefly, then continued “I wouldn't want to embarrass the two of you with my presence. I may not have a son of my own, but I know one thing; the affectionate moments between a man and his son doesn't need witnesses.” The consigliere walked to the office's exit, then turned around “Be that son by blood... or otherwise.” With those words, he left the room.

After a moment of heavy silence, that seemed like it would never end, Joe Fenelli was the first to speak. "Figlio mio. I am so glad, to see you! Time passes so slowly when you are not around! Come, let me hug you and welcome you properly!" Saying this, the Detroit mobster opened his arms, wrapping them around Daniel in a tight, warm hug.

The young man sighed softly, wishing that the moment would never end. Allowing, him to stay right there, in the warm safety of his papa's arms. This man, bound to a wheelchair, but with an unbreakable spirit, offered Daniel unconditional love and support. Never made him feel anything, other than his son, his flesh and blood.

Joe Fenelli instinctively felt the young man’s need for affection, so he hugged him closer to his chest. He caressed his back with one hand while using the other to comb Daniel's short, thick, pitch black, strands. The mafia under-boss that so many feared, the cold-blooded Detroit Police Department negotiator who saved so many lives, cried, vulnerable deep down. 

While he kept his true feelings repressed most of the time, there were moments when he needed to be held, needed someone to tell him everything was all right. That was one of those moments, and, like the good, loving father he was, Joe felt that. 

After a while, Daniel began to shift in his father's arms, so he released him. Then, the head of Fenelli organization asked his son in a playful tone. “Well, young man, would you care to explain to this old pops of yours what that was all about?”

“All what, papa?” Daniel replied, looking a little confused.

“You sweet-talking Claudio. As far as I know, you two can't stand each other.”

“Oh, that!” Daniel smiled brightly. “You see, papa, I hate Brentano's guts, but I have to admit he is one of the wisest consiglieres I have ever met, and I had the opportunity to meet quite a few. My admiration for him is sincere. I mean, the guy may be a complete asshole sometimes, but I have a lot to learn from him.”

“You never cease to amaze me, figlio mio." Joe's voice filled with admiration and pride. "To learn about mafia politics from an expert like Claudio is a smart move. That tells me a lot about what kind of a leader you will be when that time comes. A great one, if you ask me. Anyway, when you become Don, you can choose anyone you want for the position of consigliere. By the way, do you have someone in mind, someone specific? Speak without fear, your old father will always listen to you and support your choices."

At this point, Daniel imperceptibly flinched, and for a moment Joe saw the overwhelming sadness and something else he was not able to define all these years shadowing his beloved son's eyes. After letting out a heavy sigh, Daniel finally spoke. "Actually, there is something I want to discuss with you. Something significant, and I respectfully ask that you let me speak without interrupting."

Although he suspected what it was all about and knowing for sure that he was not going to like it, Fenelli nodded in approval, so his son continued to speak.

"Look, Papa, I've thought very much about this, and I don't intend to take your position, once you decide to step down. I am not afraid of responsibilities; you know me better than that."

“Io lo so, figlio mio, I know that that is not a problem for you," Joe said in a warm, almost pleading voice. "Tell me what it is, we will sort it out together like we always do.”

"You cannot fix this, papa, nobody can," Daniel sadly smiled. "How can you fix not being born into the right family? Don't get me wrong; I am beyond grateful for all you've given me and done for me during all these years. The love you showered me with, but in your followers' eyes, this means nothing. I am not your real son, your flesh and blood. I'm nothing more than a boy you took from the streets, a mere stray."

As he continued to speak, the young man relaxed visibly, the weight on his mind and soul getting lighter by the minute. There was no bitterness, frustration or anger in his expression or the tone of his voice. All Joe could see and feel coming from Daniel was an immense sadness for not being able to offer more, to be the son his father needed him to be, for not fighting more. 

But fighting meant defying the men who helped Fenelli build the organization and make it into what it was now. That could lead to the destruction of the family and Daniel could not let that happen, not when it depended on him. So he continued to speak, praying he could convince his father.

“They are traditionalists, you said it yourself, papa. Although they have lived in America for generations, they have Sicily in their blood. How can they accept being ruled by someone who is not a Sicilian himself? Not to mention that you and I, we are not related by blood. Think of it papa, ti prego.”

The older man maneuvered the wheelchair, closing the space between him and the armchair Daniel sat on. Taking both his son's hands between his own, Joe spoke in a warm, yet determined voice. “Ascoltam,i Daniele, mio caro figlio. I cannot, and I will not forget what you've done for me. Without you to protect me with your own body from those bastards who wanted to eliminate me, I would've been dead by now. As far as I'm concerned, you are my son, my flesh and blood. Screw the others, to hell with them!"

Hearing his father speaking like that brought a smile to Daniel's beautiful face, but he was still worried, and Giuseppe felt this. Not wanting to see his son's painful expression, he decided to show him all the cards. "The hell with all of them! They don't want you as their leader, so they better leave the family, because I no longer want them here. Those who rebel against their rightful leader are not welcome in this organization."

"But papa, they are your allies, you can't afford to lose them," Daniel protested.

“Let me tell you a secret, figlio mio. The negotiations you participated in, on my behalf...that was a facade. The real reason we are in New York is to bring a powerful ally to our side."

“Powerful ally? What do you mean by that? How powerful? Like Cosa Nostra? I thought they accept only pure-blood Sicilians as members...”

"More powerful. Although, Cosa Nostra will also join us when the time comes. No, I'm talking about the Dragons' House."

“Dragons' House?” Daniel's expression was one of complete surprise. “I've never heard of these guys. Who are they?”
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The man had an impressive stature, as he stood before the blond boy. He towered over him, gradually closing the space between them. Every time he took a step closer, the fragile form in front of him responded by taking a step back until he hit the edge of the bed behind him.

“Oh, c'mon, little one, where do you think you are going?” the man asked with an amused voice. “Why are you running? Let's have a good time, I will take good care of you. I promise I will. Why should I hurt you? I am not stupid to ruin perfection, because, my dear boy, that is what you are to me.”

The blond was not afraid of the much larger man. He didn't see him as a threat, but still wanted to be far away from that room. Like a million miles away. He found it hard to believe that the embodiment of tall, dark and handsome, standing so close that he could feel his warm breath against his naked skin, would be attracted by someone as insignificant as himself.

With all the thoughts running through his mind, the blond didn't notice that the dark haired man was now holding him close to his chest, caressing his delicate body, peppering kisses all over his face, neck, and chest. He laid him on the bed with great care, spread his legs and lowered his face between the boy's thighs.

Realizing what the man wanted, the blond began to breathe erratically, his heart hammering in his chest. After kissing, licking and nipping the boy's balls, and the underside of his cock, he began to tease the slit of his dick with the tip of his oh so skillful tongue. By now, the boy was lost, thrashing around and begging his partner to...

“Tarquin, wake up, you are late for breakfast. What's wrong with you, poor thing, another of your nightmares? Tarquin, please, stop thrashing around like that. You are scaring me!”

The annoying voice that interrupted so suddenly the blond's dream was that of a girl and it sounded familiar to him. She probably knew him, because she was calling him by his name. Curiosity took over the need to go back to sleep and continue his dream, so Tarquin opened his eyes, staring at the intruder, whom he recognized in an instant.

“Valerie Salazar, what the hell are you doing in my room at the crack of dawn? Leave me alone and go back to sleep! Or do... I don't know, whatever you girls do so goddamn early in the morning. Just get out of my hair and let me sleep, okay? Can you be a good girl and do that for me? Pretty please?” the blond finished his plea, giving an irresistible puppy look to the girl named Valerie.

At the mention of Tarquin's hair, she cast an amused look to the multitude of golden, thick, unruly curls adorning the boy's head. However, the amusement was quickly replaced by a somewhat stern expression. “Tarquin Ballard, don't you dare do this to me! You scared the hell out of me! The way you thrashed around and the sounds you made... Tell me, was it that bad? Since when have the bad dreams returned? Why didn't you tell us anything?” At this point, Valerie's expression was a mix of sisterly love and genuine concern.

“Oh, come on, Valerie, nothing to worry about! It wasn't a nightmare, I would've let you know if they had returned. Actually... it was a very pleasant dream, the images so vivid, like they could've been real.” Saying that Tarquin cast his eyes down, blushing violently. “But enough of that. Now tell me, Miss, why did you barge on in me, waking me up before sunrise?”

“You know I would've let you sleep in if this wasn't something serious. But Nico... I mean your boss, Nicolas Salazar”, she said grinning widely, “summoned all of you to headquarters. You need to be there in like three hours from now, so we better...”

“Three hours?! Valerie, you are really out of your mind! You woke me up two hours earlier to... what?! I need no more than an hour to shower, get dressed and be there well ahead of Nico and the others. Oh, brother! Woman, you are hopeless! Poor Lucas! I often wonder how he manages to put up with you every single day!”

Instead of being upset by Tarquin's sudden burst, Valerie led him into a spacious kitchen and invited him to sit at a large table surrounded by sturdy, wooden chairs. She then went to one of the two huge fridges in the room. Grabbing a huge plate full of appetizing-looking sandwiches, she put it in front of her friend, waiting for him to start eating. When he ignored the food, she lightly caressed one of his hands that laid limply on the table.

“Tarquin, eat, please! Look, I made your favorites” she tried to coax him to at least look at the plate in front of him.

“I’m not hungry”, he mumbled. “It's too early for me to eat and you know it, Valerie. In fact, you know everything about me better than anyone. Better than myself, maybe even than my own...” he paused.

“Okay, it was supposed to be a secret, but you know I can't keep secrets from you. After all, we are best buddies, aren't we?” She brightly smiled to the blond, fragile boy. “Your father is going to be present at the meeting today.” At this point, the young man's sky blue eyes brightened, his mood lightening all of a sudden.

“Dad is in New York City? Are you sure about that, Val? Absolutely, positively sure? Because I talked to him on the phone yesterday evening and he was in Washington. He didn't mention anything to me about coming here.” 

“Yes, Lieutenant Ballard, I am absolutely, positively sure about this”, Valerie replied, smiling brightly. That is why I decided to wake you up two hours earlier; so you could catch up with your dad. But you have to eat first, take a shower and dress nicely. You wouldn't want your father to worry about you more than he already does, would you?

Meanwhile, Tarquin enthusiastically attacked the plate, stuffing his mouth with big bites of the sandwiches, so he just nodded. Valerie watched him with amusement, thinking he looked like a little chipmunk with his cheeks puffed with food.

“That's it, I'm full”, Tarquin said, looking at the almost empty plate. “Thank you, Val, it was delicious”. A bright smile appeared on his face, but it soon turned mischievous. “Anyway, you are not forgiven for waking me up so early. You ruined the beautiful dream I was having...”

“Since you mentioned this dream of yours again... what was it all about?”

“It was the most wonderful dream I had in... I don't know... the best ever.” As he spoke, Tarquin had a dreamy look. “I was all naked, being treated with care and love. Engulfed in a warm hug. Accepted for what I really am, who I really am... it was beautiful, Valerie.”

Melancholy and sadness filled his eyes, replacing the dreamy expression from earlier. “But it's just that, a dream, I realized that it will never be more than just a stupid dream of a very stupid, stupid kid. My own mother doesn't love me, how could a total stranger possibly have feelings for me?” Tarquin's whispered voice cracked, tears starting to fall on his cheeks.

“Tarquin Ballard, look at me and listen carefully. Remember when we first met, five years ago? I was almost fourteen, I'd just lost my mother. I was alone, confused, scared and lost, in a new city, left in the care of a stepbrother of whose existence I didn't know about. And then you, a total stranger, just a year older than me, came in my life. You offered me unconditional love, support, and understanding, a shoulder to cry on. You were a stranger then, you are my best friend now. One of the most important people in my life. Someday, you will meet that special someone who will look into those blue eyes of yours, see your beautiful soul and then they'll never want to let you go.”

The whole time Valerie spoke, Tarquin didn't interrupt her, but once she finished, he started to voice his fears once again. “For you and all the others, things are simple. We became friends when we were kids and everything was so easy. Now we are adults and must deal with adult issues, which are far more complicated. So I don't think...”

At this point, Valerie cast a glance to her phone and she became a little agitated all of a sudden. “Look, Tarquin, I would love to talk some more, but we are going to be late. You have to shower, get dressed and get ready to leave. I, on the other hand, have a lot of... stuff to do. Anyway, even if Mrs. Ballard does not have the best way of showing her love, the affection your father offers you fully compensates for that.”

At the mention of his father, Tarquin went running into his bedroom, closed the door and stripped down in no time. Stepping into the adjacent bathroom, he threw his clothes into the hamper and stepped into the shower.

While the boy was busy washing himself, Valerie cleaned in the kitchen and then she started to make several phone calls, speaking in a low voice and occasionally sneaking a peek in the direction of Tarquin's room as she was afraid of him catching her in the act. To her great relief, the door stayed closed the whole time she spoke on the phone. Once she finished, she left the spacious kitchen, taking the elevator to the ground floor.

Decades earlier, when Ramsay Stark bought it, the apartment complex was derelict, but instead of seeing this as a great inconvenience, he considered it as a major advantage. Removing walls, consolidating pillars and redesigning the space was a lot easier since most of the structure that had to be demolished was already torn down. 

The community areas were located on the first floor and the top of the building, while the rest of the floors featured small apartments with a maximum two bedrooms, one bathroom and a very small kitchen that was almost never used, since the occupants of the apartments gathered in the big kitchen-dining areas located on each of the floors. Here they cooked, ate and spent quality time together, developing close bonds between one another.

Currently, the building was inhabited by ten boys, aged between nineteen and twenty, all of them having graduated the military academy with flying colors, in only eighteen months instead of four years and all of them had been enrolled at the age of fifteen or sixteen. Each of them fluently spoke at least eight languages and excelled in a military-related field, such as strategy, explosives or counter-intelligence. The boys had worked together since they had graduated, two and a half years earlier. 

The young men were the elite division of the Dragons' House or, as their fathers and uncles, who were also their bosses, affectionately called them, the Special Ones. Now, they were all gathered in the recreation hall on the apartment complex's first floor, waiting for a certain someone to appear so the party could start.

The person they impatiently waited for, was none other than Tarquin Ballard, the IT expert of their team and the best brother in arms and friend they could wish for. Tarquin was an invaluable asset for the team, as he had succeeded countless times in turning a potentially dangerous situation into a risk-free, successful mission.

In spite of this, Tarquin was haunted by fears and insecurities deeply rooted in his soul and mind. As almost all of them had grown up together since they were little kids, his teammates were well aware of that. They constantly reminded Tarquin how important he was to them and for the team, how many bad guys they had put behind bars thanks to his help, how great of a friend he was and how much he did to help them in their personal lives. 

The boys' girlfriends also showed Tarquin a lot of affection, especially since he had helped some of them win their lovers' hearts. Valerie Salazar, Lucas Kenilworth's fiancee, and Moira Weston, Alexis Lazarus' girlfriend, were the ones who owed him the most.

This is why, when Valerie had the idea to celebrate Tarquin's birthday by throwing a surprise party at the apartment complex, everybody enthusiastically approved. Moira, Elizabeth Stark, Lavinia Moriarty, the only girl from the team and all the other girls in their group took the task of providing the food for the party upon themselves.

The boys, on the other hand, talked their boss into letting them take a couple of days off. The said boss, Nicolas Salazar, Valerie's stepbrother, was reluctant at first, but when he found out why they needed the time off, he gladly agreed. Even more, he approved an entire week off for everyone, also announcing that he would be present at the party, as a sign of appreciation for Tarquin.

Then the Stark twins, Liam and Willard, together with their cousin Edgar, had the idea to invite the other older men from the family. However, they didn't have to travel to Washington to speak with them in person, as initially planned. To everyone's huge surprise, Alastair Stark, the Supreme Dragon himself, informed Nico that he intended to pay a visit to the team.

Once everything was settled, the preparations started. Everybody contributed to the best of their abilities. The girls, who decided on a buffet style menu, prepared the appetizers, baked the cookies and the mini-tarts. The boys stocked the bar with non-alcoholic and low-alcohol drinks since none of the guests were heavy drinkers.

With his teammates and even their girlfriends so good at keeping secrets, doing everything behind Tarquin's back was a piece of cake. And so, that morning all the guests had already arrived and they waited for the birthday boy to make his entrance. 
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While the guests gradually gathered in the rec room, eager to see how Tarquin would react once he stepped inside and saw the surprise waiting for him, the boy decided to take a long shower. Usually, he spent less than ten minutes performing this morning ritual, but this time he relaxed under the hot spray for almost half an hour, washing his hair and body thoroughly.

After making sure he was squeaky clean, Tarquin left the shower with a small, contented sigh. Taking two huge towels from the cupboard near the sink, he started to dry his hair and his body, until all droplets of water were gone. Once in a while, he cast a fugitive glance at his naked form reflected in the mirror that covered half of the wall.

Tarquin was on the petite side, with a slender frame. He was not skinny, though, but rather well sculptured. His abs and pecs were nicely shaped, his stomach flat and hard, his legs well-toned. The young man's backside also offered a nice view, with the muscles dancing under the slightly pale skin and his little ass perfectly rounded, It was a little work of art, inviting it to be caressed and kissed.

However, this was not what Tarquin saw when he looked in the mirror. Skinny arms and legs, a too narrow chest, pale skin. No wonder that he hadn't had a relationship in like... four years? Unless he also counted... He didn't blame anyone but himself for this situation. Who in their right mind would look at him and see a potential partner for a long-term relationship? With this body, not to mention his dull eyes, pale lips and curly, unruly hair, he would be lucky to be engaged in a one night stand once in a while.

Remembering that he would meet his father in less than half an hour, Tarquin made efforts to push the negative thoughts down and focused on choosing an outfit that would suit the occasion. He decided on a pair of indigo jeans, a light blue buttoned-down shirt, and black dress shoes. Not too overdressed, but not sloppy either.

No matter how many or how great an effort he made, dark thoughts started to roil inside Tarquin's head like a hive full of mad bees. Would his mother also be present? Would she be as cold as ever or would she act for once like a mother, kissing him on the cheek and forehead and petting his hair, like his father did every time the two of them met? Would his mother harbor a genuine smile or would she use a fake one, as she did so many times before in his presence?

Tarquin felt his hands start to shake and he knew his emotions, which he kept so deeply buried, were slipping out of control, spiraling down at warp speed. All he wanted to do was curl into a ball and go to sleep... or die. Only that could put a stop to the thoughts tormenting him. Why was he so dull, so boring? Why didn't his own mother love him? Why was he still alive, if he was such a waste of space?

But as tears threatened to spill, a hand started to gently move on his back up and down, while a soft voice whispered words of reassurance in his ear. Although his eyes were closed, Tarquin recognized Valerie and he relaxed, at least visibly, if not completely. 

Careful not to stain his shirt with water, he went to the bathroom and washed his face, then turned to Valerie, smiling weakly. “I'm ready to go”, he said, determination in his voice.

“And I am ready to accompany you to your destination, my dear friend”, the girl replied, gesturing dramatically to the apartment's door.

“Oh, Valerie, you can't help it, can you?” Tarquin said with obvious amusement in his voice. “You have this great gift of lifting my spirits every time I'm down. You are priceless”.”

“Do you really think so?” Valerie asked with a mischievous look. “If that is the case, I think we can stall for two more minutes, and you can tell me about the dream I so inconsiderately interrupted.”

“OK, I owe you big time so here's the abridged version. I was going to receive the blow job of the century.”

“Wow! What did the chick look like? Someone you know? Someone we know?”

“Tall, dark and handsome. No, you guys don't know him. Because yes, it was a guy.” It was Tarquin's turn to sport a mischievous grin.

Valerie was in shock, to say the least, but she was also beyond happy for Tarquin. This was it, the reason why he hadn't had any dates in four years. All this time, he was questioning his sexuality. Now he finally accepted that he was gay and embraced this fact. From now on, finding his true love would be just a matter of time. At this thought, Valerie's heart filled with happiness for her friend.

But for now, she had to convince Tarquin to take a detour to the rec hall instead of heading to the building's main entrance. She had to come up with something very plausible, otherwise, her friend would suspect that something was not right.

“Oh, shit, how could I forget! Tarquin, please, before we go, can you take a look at the rec hall's electric system? Something, I don't know what, is very wrong with it.”

“Valerie, you keep forgetting that computer systems and electric systems are two very different things”, Tarquin huffed. “I am only good at computers, everything related to them, but I don't know how to replace a light bulb."

“Pretty please?! It will only take like five seconds.” Valerie gave Tarquin the best puppy eyes, knowing that he couldn't resist that look.

“Says the girl who wakes me up at the crack of dawn”, he muttered. “Since I agreed with this, would you mind making yourself useful by lightening up this place a bit? It's pitch dark in here, how am I supposed to check things?”

“Maybe we should turn the lights on?” Valerie could not wait any longer, she was dying to see the expression on Tarquin's face when he discovered what it was all about.

“No, I think this is a very, very bad idea. What if... Valerie, no!” Tarquin went quiet all of a sudden, his eyes wide at the sight in front of him. “Wait, what is this? Guys, what are you doing here, all of you? And what...”

He wanted to continue, but his voice was covered by the choir of all the others' voices singing Happy Birthday. To his great shock, Tarquin noticed his father and his mother among the guests, both of them coming his way with opened arms. It was then the realization hit him. He was the one all of them celebrated, the birthday boy. Today was his birthday, the day he turned twenty.

Getting closer to his parents, Tarquin threw himself in his father's arms, the older man hugging him tightly. The father and son looked almost identical, and for someone who didn't know the true nature of their relationship, they could easily pass as brothers. The only difference between them, besides the age, was that Ballard senior, whose name was also Tarquin, had a more solid build than his son.

After his father let him go, Tarquin, who was the reason for the party, reluctantly went to greet his mother, the beautiful, elegant Antonia Ballard. At forty-two, she had a solid reputation in the world of finance as the first woman ever to hold the position of senior partner in one of the greatest investment companies on Wall Street.

She and Tarquin senior made a beautiful and loving couple, anyone could see that. But when it came to her only son, Antonia was always caught up in a mix of contradictory emotions and feelings. Loving her husband with a passion that knew no boundaries, it pained her to see the guilty look on his face every time he looked at little Tarquin, knowing that he was the way he was because of the curse running in his family.

Before they married, her soon-to-be husband told Antonia about the price his family had to pay for staying by the side of the ancient Scottish kings, the Stark clan. The evil creatures that doomed the kingdom and his rulers also cursed their most trusted advisers, the Ballards, a family of French Earls. The boys of the clan were since then extremely intelligent, rich and influential, but they were lonely and unhappy, as only a few of them had found their true love.

Apparently, Tarquin Sr. had escaped the curse, as he was truly happy with the one he loved. When Antonia announced to him she was pregnant, he thanked the heavens, saying to himself that he couldn't ask for more. But the couple's happiness was short-lived because two years later, the baby started to manifest the first signs of the curse. His intelligence was much more above average and he didn't like to socialize either.

Tarquin Sr. was crushed by the guilt of not being able to offer his wife the chance to raise a happy, bouncy, talkative, mischievous child. He knew that Antonia's sisters, who always envied her for having a successful career and a happy marriage, now talked behind her back, falsely pitying her for not having a normal son.

On the other hand, he loved his little boy with a fierce, desperate love, encouraging him to discover his passions and explore them, to do whatever made him happy. Thanks to his father's continuous support, little Tarquin graduated high school when he was just fourteen. It was the only ceremony his father wasn't able to attend, as he and his team were sent on a mission in a war zone, far away from home. His mother came instead.

Everything went fine until after the ceremony, when, on their way back home Antonia told her son once again how proud he made her feel that day. Then she added she would have been prouder if he would have studied less and would have spent more time hanging around with other kids or engaging in some sports.

Tarquin didn't say anything, but from that day on, he grew more and more apart from his mother. For years, he felt she wasn't happy with the way he was. She dragged him to every party and event for kids and even organized those kinds of gatherings herself. To make Antonia happy, Tarquin attended all these events, but every time he ended up sitting alone in a corner, while everyone around him had fun and enjoyed the party.

And then, at fifteen, Tarquin fell in love. The girl, Dorothea Graves, was the younger sister of Solomon Graves, a member of the legendary elite unit known as Scorpio Division. The feelings Tarquin had for the girl who stole his heart consumed him to the core, and he abandoned himself to the burning passion encompassing him, giving everything and receiving the same.

But after less than a year, Dorothea left New York without a trace. She left behind a devastated, empty on the inside Tarquin. He felt unworthy of love, blaming himself for his beloved's disappearance. He would have run to his mother for consolation, but he suspected that she blamed him more than all the others put together. After four years of barely speaking with her son, here she was. Standing in front of him, at his birthday party, most likely to remind him of how pathetic he was.

“Hello, Mom, I am glad you could come”, Tarquin said, looking and feeling tired all of a sudden. If it wasn't for his friends, who had put so much time and effort into this, he would have already been in his apartment, curled into a ball on his bed, waiting for all of that to end. But he didn't want to let everybody down, they were so nice and patient with him. All of them.

“Tarquin, darling, what's the matter?” As his mother spoke, he could feel the concern in her voice, and this time, it was real. However, Tarquin decided to play it cool, as he always did.

“There's nothing to worry about, Mom, just the job and everything.” Just as he spoke, the young man had an idea of how to put his mother to the test. “Actually, I am very glad that you could make it because I wanted to say something to both of you.”

“What is it, son?” his father asked in a soft voice. It seemed it was his turn to worry.

“Well, Mom, Dad... I am attracted to men. I'm gay.” Tarquin emptied his lungs of air in a single, long exhale, waiting for hell to let loose, namely his mother to speak. 

Well, at least from now on, I’ll know where the two of them stand, he thought. He was saddened at the perspective of severing the ties between him and the woman who gave birth to him. But what followed took him by surprise, as Antonia wrapped her arms around her son, hugging him tightly.

“Tarquin, my beautiful boy, I am so happy for you! Why didn't you tell us sooner? Were you afraid we would have rejected you? That we would not understand you or that we would have disowned you? For how long have you been struggling with this by yourself?”

“Come on, Mom, calm down, please! I only realized it a few months ago and I have had no problems accepting myself and embracing my sexual orientation.” Tarquin looked his mother in the eyes before continuing. “So, if any of you thinks that Dorothea leaving me had anything to do with me being attracted to men... it hasn't. Also, me being gay does not mean that I will jump any man with the same preferences as my own, who happens to be available.”

Tarquin Sr. put an arm around his son's shoulders, trying to relieve the tension radiating from his fragile body. “I and your mother know better than to think such bad things about you, son. We could not wish for a more intelligent, dutiful and compassionate child.”

“Thank you, I love you so much. Both of you”, he added, careful not to hurt his mother's feelings, though she didn't treat him with the same consideration. “In fact, being in a stable relationship with another man could be much more difficult than being in a relationship with a girl, so consider yourself warned.”

“Don't worry, my son, we will not rush you into anything”, Tarquin's father said, giving him a reassuring smile. But you also have to promise us that, if you encounter the man of your dreams, you will let him into your heart and you will not run away from love.”

“The man of my dreams... most unlikely, but if I ever meet him, I will not let him go. Promise.”

From the other side of the room, Alastair The Pendragon Stark watched the three Ballards carefully. By now, young Tarquin must have told his parents what the supreme leader of the Dragons' House suspected for quite a time. He was gay. Alastair hated himself a lot for what he was going to do to that fragile, blonde boy, for what he was going to put him through.

Of course, all of it was for the benefit of the organization and all those it protected, but was it worth the price? What if Tarquin's heart was to be torn apart and his soul shattered, who would be held responsible? What if the other man wasn't how Alastair thought he was, based on the information he had? And more important, what if the man wasn't who he thought he was?

Anyway, it was too late to back down now. Tarquin was a U.S. Army officer and, brokenhearted or not, he knew better than to disobey direct orders. Besides, when it came to the greater good, no one, including the Supreme Dragon Alastair Stark, could afford to become sentimental.
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“Okay, papa, so let's see if I understood you correctly. Can I give you a recap?” For the last hour or so, the expression on Daniel's face was one of utter surprise, disbelief, bewilderment and all the other feelings in between. 

He couldn't bring himself to believe what his father had just told him, although he heard it with his own ears. If he didn't know any better, he would have said that his father's sanity was seriously damaged. Of course, that wasn't the case, but something was definitely wrong with the man, making him act so foolishly.

Giuseppe Fenelli nodded in approval. “Sure, son, go on”. He could see that Daniel did not agree with his plan. As his father he knew the young man very well and as his boss he trusted him. Maybe this little recap was necessary for him to see the enormous advantages their family would enjoy once they became the Dragons' House allies.

“So, as far as I understand, things are like this. A very, very long time ago, the seas were infested with pirates, who attacked commercial ships, stole the cargoes and murdered or enslaved the sailors. To put a stop to this, an English nobleman, the Duke of Kenilworth, a China man, the head of a commercial company, and a Scottish farmer-turned-merchant-turned-plantation owner-turned-merchant who immigrated to the United States, became connected. They created Dragons' House, an organization designed to make the seas safe again for commercial ships. Mission accomplished.”

“So far, so good, Daniel. Please, continue.”

“These guys did better than that, as they also stopped the opium trade. When the Communist Party took power in China, the Dragons' House’s associates from this country lost everything; their wealth, their families, even their lives. Their partners did everything in their power to help them, but to no avail. However, the organization continued to exist, fighting crime and opposing all forms of tyranny. Daniel stopped a little to catch his breath, then shook his head. “And this is the part I don't get, no matter how hard I try.”

“What part, son?”

“These guys, a handful of them, got rid of pirates and managed to convince the authorities to ban all commercial operations involving opium. More than that, as we speak, they hold key positions in the FBI, CIA, NYPD, Department of Defense, Department of Justice and God knows where. What makes you think someone like them would want us as their ally?”

“What makes you think they do not want this alliance, my boy?” It was Fenelli's turn to be surprised, as he thought Daniel would be more than enthusiastic about them becoming allies with the Dragons' House. 

“No matter how honorable we are, people branded us from the start as a crime family. You said it yourself, papa. They can't or won't look at us any other way.” The young man's look darkened, his blue eyes becoming almost black, as he sighed heavily. “Look, papa, I know how things are, I've seen it on the faces of my fellow police officers. No matter how well I do my job, for them, I am still the son of a gangster.”

Giuseppe Fenelli maneuvered his wheelchair again until he reached Daniel. He became agitated and began to pace the office, stopping near the large window that offered a panoramic view of the main gates and the driveway area. He was the only one who could calm his son down, offering him all the answers he needed.

“Ramsay Stark, the one who rebuilt the Dragons' House from its foundations, understood that the newly created organization could not exist by itself and it needed some powerful allies in order to survive. He decided to use the enormous source of information and power gli uomini di onore represented. The honorable families also saw the great advantages a union like that would bring and accepted Ramsay's offer. They helped him, and all the others holding the position of Supreme Dragon, catch and put behind bars some of the most dangerous criminals, drug lords, and human trafficking ring leaders. By doing this, gli uomini di onore increased their influence in the Mafia world, gaining new territories and the respect of all the other honorable families.” 

“Okay, but by doing so, this Ramsay fellow broke the law, didn't he? Wasn't this against the very rules of the House, that any actions should be taken only within the limits of the law?” Daniel looked confused.

“No, he didn't, because he chose his partners wisely, granting the status of associates, only to those Mafia families that didn't cause trouble with the law,” Joe Fenelli continued his explanations.

“And those were?” While at the beginning of the conversation, Daniel was totally opposed to the idea of an alliance between his father's organization and the Dragons' House, now he was very curious. He wanted to know more about their potential partner.

“Well, for starters, the mobsters who became associates of the House didn't tolerate certain activities in their territories. Those like selling drugs, forced labor, arms dealing or forced prostitution. They mainly made a living from protection taxes and granting financial aid to their fellow countrymen who wanted to open a business and didn't have enough money to start. In exchange for the money, they wanted a certain percentage of the business they financed.”

“Like our family did?”

“Exactly. You see, the Fenellis and other uomini di onore were not greedy, they do not want complete control over these companies, but only a share of the profits. Everything was as legal as it gets, written documents, lawyers and all.”

“Now I get the whole concept and I must admit that Ramsay guy was a genius. He forged a network of alliances that benefited all parties involved, without compromising the crime-fighting image his organization had. Since we are speaking about it, who gains what from this alliance?”

Joe Fenelli smiled, as he could visualize the little wheels inside his son's brain spinning a million rotations per second. It was making calculations and generating plans. “New York City is the place where everything started again for the Dragons' House when Ramsay Stark rebuilt the organization. It's their home, the place where they are the undisputed kings and where everyone obeys them. However, they plan to extend their influence into other big cities, and Detroit is at the top of their list.”

“And for that, they need us and the influence we have over the honorable gangsters in the city.”

Gradually, Daniel started to understand how things would work. The young man learned very fast, his father thought, a smile lightening his whole face. His son was not dumb, quite the opposite in fact. But the years of intensive study, the time he spent training at the Police Academy and his job as a hostage negotiator for the Detroit Police Department kept him away from everything related to the gangster world, especially Mafia politics.

He didn't manifest any interest in the field and Joe didn't push him, but now both of them felt that it was about time for Daniel to start learning how to live in that world and, more than anything, how to dominate it. So far, the young man was proving to be a fast learner and a sly, skillful negotiator, not to mention the impressive knowledge of weapons and explosives he possessed. 

“And what do we get from this, once the alliance becomes effective?” The head of the Fenelli family was increasingly
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