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Prologue:

Big John Walkerman smiled broadly at the incredibly beautiful woman sitting in front of him, his
eyes drinking in the casual loveliness of her features. Her dark auburn hair was pulled back off her face
and done up in a bun that gave her an elegant, almost regal appearance. She was wearing the new
cream colored dress she had bought awhile back for this very special occasion, and he marveled at the
daring neckline that earlier had caused his heart to palpitate wildly when she’d modeled it for him. He
smiled to himself while absently shaking his head and wondered, not for the first time this night, how
the heck he’d ever gotten so lucky as to win the heart of such an amazing woman. She had deep, brown
eyes that radiated confidence, and glinted in a special way when she gazed at him. It was a look that
he’d seen often, and she was giving it to him now.
“You’re up to something,” she said, her normally rich, golden voice light and edged with gaiety.
John shrugged nonchalantly. “I have no idea what you are talking about, my dearest lady. This is
just a normal dinner date much like any other.”
“Oh, come now! You’ve been acting as anxious and giddy as a teenage boy on his first date since
we left home earlier this evening.”
Smiling mischievously, he reached across the small table and took her smooth, delicate hands in
his. ”I am not,” he emphasized with a wink, “a teenage boy! A fact I will be happy to prove to you later
this evening when I get you back home and we are alone together in our bedroom.”
“Why sir,” she laughed, as she responded with a fair imitation of a southern belle, “I nevah. Why,
if my dearest Daddy were to hear you speak to me in such a familiar manner, he’d have you horsewhipped and sent on your way at once.”
John chuckled at the easy, playful banter and sat back with a hugely contented smile. They had
just finished a sumptuous dinner of perfectly sautéed salmon sprinkled with lemon, steamed broccoli,
and honey roasted red potatoes at their favorite restaurant, Catherine’s in Goshen, and John was
admittedly feeling pretty pleased with the way the night had unfolded. Though he was, in fact,
beginning to feel slightly edgy with the thought of what was coming. This was to be a very special night
and one he’d planned for a very, very long time, though he’d only recently been able to put it into
motion. For this… this was the night that he would give his darling girl the gift he’d privately promised
himself he would give her so many years ago. He had originally planned to do it back then, before
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Danielle had been born, and in fact, John mused silently to himself, he’d had the money to do it back
then. But when, nine months earlier, he’d received the surprising news of the impending arrival of
their daughter, the money he’d earmarked for her special gift had gone instead to redoing the nursery,
and paying some hefty hospital bills. Years of careful scrimping, though, had allowed him to put aside
the needed funds once again. And now, that time had come! John smiled as he sensed that the perfect
moment was nigh; reached into his pocket and pulled forth the dark blue felt-covered box containing
the extremely special ring he’d picked out.
Marilyn’s eyes brightened at once as she spied the box. “Oh honey, what did you do?” she purred
sweetly. She loved surprises and John hadn’t done anything like this in a very long time.
John grinned broadly in response, his own growing sense of elation getting the best of him.
“Remember when we were in New York that time, before Danielle was born and we went by that
upscale jewelry store?”
“I remember,” said Marilyn in a cheerful tone, as she recalled that perfect time so long ago, when
they’d spent nearly every waking moment together that they weren’t busy studying, or attending classes
at the local college they’d attended. “I remember we were window shopping at the time, looking at
some wedding bands which I remember, back then, thinking were way too expensive for us, when I
spied that ring with the blue diamond. I’d never seen anything like it before and I thought it was the
most gorgeous ring I’d ever seen,” she recalled fondly. She could still remember how the light had
sparkled and danced as it hit the princess-cut blue diamond center stone that had been flanked with
flawless white stones, in a white gold setting. It had taken her breath away and so, of course, had the
astronomical price. It had been way out of their budget at the time. John, she remembered, had stared
at it for a long while before she’d finally led him away. Later, during a soft, quite moment, he’d
promised her that he would buy something just like it for her one day. She had giggled then, doubting
in her heart that that day would likely ever come. It had been a pretty promise though and one, deep
down, that she’d never completely forgotten. He’d been so utterly sincere in his pronouncement to her,
that in a way, she had wondered if he might possibly come through on his pledge to get it one day. The
extravagance of such a purchase wasn’t lost on her and with their thrifty lifestyle, she’d always weighed
the practicality of things like this against things of much greater necessity. “Sweetie, with business as
bad as it is these days, are you sure this is altogether wise?”
John grunted and shrugged his shoulders. “Honey, we can’t always be practical. This is something
I’ve wanted to do for you for a very long time and I’ve worked hard to save the money. Please dearest,
this means so much to me. You deserve this and so much more.” With that, he popped open the lid
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and felt happiness sweep though him as her beautiful face, always so serious these days, lit up with
absolute joy, her eyes sparkling with unrestrained pleasure as she gazed at the positively scintillating
blue stone within. It was perfect, and her arm practically shook with the heightened emotions of the
moment, caused by the surge of adrenaline racing throughout her body. She cast all of her wayward
concerns aside, as she held out her left hand and allowed her husband to slide the gorgeous ring on
her outstretched finger.
Try as she might, Marilyn couldn’t help feeling completely astounded and touched by his thoughtful
gesture. As she leaned forward to kiss her darling man, violin music suddenly burst forth from behind
her and soon they were surrounded by a group of six musicians, playing a myriad of stringed
instruments and listening to her favorite romantic overture, Endless Love. Tears formed at the corner
of her eyes as she rejoiced in this magical moment. How had she ever been so lucky as to marry such a
wonderful, kind and thoughtful man? A man who had always been like a flame in her heart, ever since
they’d first met and he’d swept her off of her feet, as much by his gentle persistence as by his sharp wit
and ebullient charm. It had been a good life too, not a lot of money, but they were so very wealthy in all
of the truly important ways. They had the love of a beautiful, perfect daughter, a young girl with her
father’s sass and as friends and family had told her, a coltish, wild spirit which was certain to one day
make her quite the handful, when she eventually grew into her mother’s good looks. Marilyn had been
a late bloomer too, she reminisced with a short, introspective analysis of her younger years. It hadn’t
been until her senior year of high school that boys had bothered to notice her. But she had changed
much over the summer of her seventeenth birthday, and when school had started, it had taken her
awhile to get used to the overt stares and admiring looks coming from most of the boys and even more
disturbingly, from a few of the faculty men as well. She had stayed true to herself though, hadn’t let it
go to her head, and had completely ignored the advances from those who’d dismissed her and treated
her with such callous disdain for most of her earlier high-school years. When senior prom had
approached, she’d turned down the unexpected invitation from the high school heartthrob, who was
also the football quarterback and local sports hero. She recalled that he’d been a handsome fellow,
whom most of the girls in school would have given a year of their lives to go with, and instead, had
accepted a proposal from a guy who’d been a close and steadfast friend of hers since the eighth grade.
Most of her friends had thought she was crazy, but she knew what she was doing. She believed in
loyalty, and friendship, and cared deeply for those who’d always stood by her. Her mother had told her
she had moxy. Even now, she wasn’t entirely certain what moxy was… although she believed it had
something to do with being sincere, having good character and most of all, knowing who you were and
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what you were worth, inside. And that was just fine with her. Her daughter, she knew, had it in spades,
and so did her beloved little boy, though he didn’t know it yet. He fought with his older sister
constantly, never backing down and without giving her an inch…. But, let anyone else say something
derogatory about his sister within range of his hearing, and watch out! A few months ago, she’d had to
go to the school to clear things with the principal before they would allow him back on the school bus.
Her son had overheard a couple of boys tell Danielle that she was an ugly troll, and saw them throwing
wads of paper at her; the same two boys they’d had issues with in the past, and who were almost always
picking on her. She guessed her little Aaron had had enough of it and when they got off at their stop,
he got off too and according to Danielle, beat the living tar out of the two of them. He was a tough little
guy, and took after his father in that respect. Marilyn gazed adoringly at her husband. He had it too,
moxy, which was why she had fallen so deeply in love with him. That, and of course, many more
admirable attributes which made him so uniquely special. She knew they couldn’t afford this ring. Knew
also that he would be so very hurt if she denied him now and didn’t accept it. So, she did what deep
down in her heart, she’d wanted to do all along. She followed her heart and gushed effusively for the
sake of this beautiful person sitting across from her. Her special man, who in Marilyn’s mind, had no
equal anywhere on this earth. “I love you so, my darling,” she said affectionately and kissed him again
and again and again.
What had begun as a light rain was falling hard, now. The steadily increasing rush of drops that
pounded against the windshield had a mysterious, slapping rhythm all their own, and would have been
strangely enjoyable, if he wasn’t working so hard at seeing the damn lines on the road in front of them.
The dinner had been absolutely perfect; the giving of the ring, and the timing of the music….
Everything had come off just as he’d planned. He glanced over at his dear Marilyn, whom he could see
was nodding off, her hand in her lap and the ring so prominently evident on her perfect finger. It had
taken everything he’d had in savings, but it had been worth it. She had loved it, and been so completely
surprised when he’d opened the box. Even now, he smiled as he replayed the joyous moment over and
over again in his mind. He saw the light up ahead for the next turn he had to make, and slowed for the
red light. They were in Montgomery, and about to turn left on 17k. His heart began to speed up and
he thought he heard a strangely soft and disturbing moan, so oddly out of place, but didn’t react to it.
He had heard these discomfiting sounds before, other times…. The disquieting thought that he was
sleeping came to him and then floated away, unchecked. He didn’t bother to try to hang on to it. He
had other, more important things to concern him right now. There was an event coming and he had to
concentrate, with all that he was, with all the willpower that he had. The light turned, he made a left
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and proceeded slowly and carefully down the street. After taking the sharp bend to the right, he
recognized the metal outlines of bridge girders ahead, through the steady downpour. “Why don’t you
lay your head on my shoulder, honey?” he heard himself say. He had heard it before, and knew from
the timing of it what was coming. This time though, he wasn’t paying attention to her. This time, he
was concentrating on the road ahead, trying to determine the exact moment they would be across the
bridge, when the rapidly approaching headlights would so suddenly appear from off to their right. He
heard that disturbing noise making itself known again, much like the moan of a large, caged animal,
but suppressed its origin. Something bad was coming now, and if he watched carefully and braked at
the right moment, he was sure he could change it this time. He ignored the uncertainty within his mind
that said he couldn’t change this. If he gave in to it...if he allowed that thought to affect his
concentration, then he wouldn’t be able to change the outcome. That it had already happened, long
ago, he ignored with the utmost denial of his heart. He would change it damn it, damn it to hell, this

time he would do it! Across the bridge now, the road began to bend to the left. Far off, he heard peals
of thunder rolling in the distance and saw suddenly, out of the corner of his eye, the recognizable, hazy
glow of headlights that seemed at first like a ghostly apparition coming; growing too fast for these
driving conditions; coming abruptly from the side road that followed the river off toward their right.
“Brake now...dammit…brake!” he told himself sternly, putting all of his determination and his force of
will into the suggestion. He could feel himself sweating, feel his heart racing, his tension rising and
again a moaning wail pierced the scene transpiring before and about him. And still, his stupid, leaden
foot would not move! “Come on you, hit the god-damn brake!” he heard himself shout. Was it only

here in the dreamworld, or had he actually yelled that aloud? Again, the thought was only transient as
he glanced toward his right, to see what he knew so well would be there. Like a dark promise that
refused any change, the oncoming headlights, growing ever brighter, were where they had always been;
and worse, way too fast…. They were coming way too fast to stop in time!
A flash of incredibly bright light blinded him then and a strangely cascading whine of noise seemed
to envelope him. Immediately after, it also seemed that there was a weird, acidic odor in the air.

Lightning! he thought, oddly distracted, and then cringed at the horrendous, metallic crunching
impact of the oncoming vehicle against the right side of their car. He yelled her name then, while glass
shattered all around them. He felt the car skew into the other lane and then shudder violently as it hit
something else with a massive jolt. He would learn much later, that another vehicle, a truck, had
impacted their front end and spun them around several times before, after an interminable amount of
time had passed, the car finally came to a stop. His recollection of events and what happened got
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ambiguous then. It seemed as if it had been mere moments, but then there were lights. Bright lights all
around them and several distinct voices. Voices frantically calling and yelling to each other. He gazed
over at the form of his darling wife and could see she wasn’t moving. Her left hand was near him,
covered in blood, and he gazed at it absently…. His mind was still as he looked again at her beautiful
face, a cherished visage of perfection that he loved so dearly. He didn’t need anyone to tell him later....
He’d known the moment he had seen the terrible metal shaft piercing her precious body, that she was
dead...and his darling angel was gone from him…gone forever…. He heard the distant moaning turn
to sounds of wailing and he felt his heart turn to ash. Empty and devoid of all feeling, all human
emotions were alien to him now. His life was over…. How could he go on? Once again he had failed to
change the course of this terrible event; this horrible recollection of insurmountable loss that plagued
him still. He felt someone shoving against his shoulder, shaking him hard…. Through the renewed
depths of his despair, he heard a distinctly worried and familiar voice calling out to him. The girlish
voice pierced through the fog of his grief. He recognized it immediately. It was the one thing that
made life worth living anymore. The one thing that kept him going, kept him moving forward with his
life. “Daddy, daddy,” the worrisome voice repeated, and recognizing it, he opened his eyes to see the
tear stained, anxious face of his most beloved child.
“Daddy, please wake up daddy…. It’s just a bad dream!”
John sobbed hugely and grabbed his daughter, pulling her close. She was wearing her flannel
pajamas and had apparently come in response to his yelling. Behind her, he could see the shadowy
outline of his sister Sara, and someone else standing behind her.
“Aunt Sara came and got me,” she said, her voice thick with concern while she lovingly kissed his
forehead. “Were you dreaming about Momma again?”
“Yes baby,” he said hoarsely. “I was having that same dream again; the one where I relive the
whole accident and try so hard to change things.” In his mind, he turned the scene over and over
again, reexamining the one mystery his mind wouldn’t let go of and couldn’t resolve. Where in the

world is that damn ring? he thought to himself. It should have been right there on her hand.
“You want to go out there later today, and look for Momma’s ring again?” she asked him, so
attuned to his thoughts, he found it almost chilling.
At first, he shook his head in the negative and then after a second more passed, he nodded. “I
think it might have come loose in the second impact, which could have sent it out my window, toward
the river.”
“So, you don’t think it’s in the car anymore?”
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John shook his head thoughtfully. “No honey bear, I don’t. I had Jake pull that thing completely
apart. It’s not in there. It had to have gone out through one of the windows…. They were both broken
by then and so it must still be in the crash area.”
“Then we’ll all go with you and look again today, okay?” she said soothingly, and hugged him
tightly. He was calming down now. Aunt Sara had come and gotten her out of bed just a few minutes
ago. When it was really, really bad like this, they all knew, Danielle was the only one who could calm
him down easily.
John leaned back and gazed for a long moment at his daughter’s distraught features, which when
they weren’t creased in concern reminded him so much of his dear Marilyn’s. “You better go on back to
bed sweet heart, I’m fine now,” he said, and kissed her cheek.
“Don’t you worry Daddy, we’ll find the ring one day,” she said, with all the sincerity she could
muster. Getting up, she went to the door and saw Dharalyn standing there looking as worried and
concerned as she, herself felt. “If we can find it, it might help him to put this all behind him,” she
whispered to her friend. “Will you help me?”
“Of course,” stated Dharalyn with a simple, heartfelt promise. She then added, “Of course I will help
your father, Danielle…any way that I possibly can.”
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CHAPTER 1 – Hello Again My Dear

Michael Moretti was often an early bird, though the saying was appallingly lacking in describing any
other nuance of his personality. He was on this particular morning, feeling very positive, upbeat and
sure of himself, a man on a mission and he couldn’t wait to get into the office this morning to get
started. First things first, though; he had his driver stop at his favorite coffee bistro on the way to his
office, ordered his favorite Jumbo Latté with extra milk and after paying the girl for his order, casually
dropped the twenty cents change into the tip bucket as was his custom. She deserves it, he thought to
himself and smiled, his self-esteem intact as he walked with an air of cool superiority back out to where
his limo was waiting. I never mind giving back to the little people when they do a good job. As he
settled himself comfortably in the back of his car, his thoughts returned to the matter he would have to
deal with this morning. He was much calmer now, unlike the furious tirade that had caused him to all
but destroy many of the priceless vases and fine sculptures his wife collected, as well as most of the
Wedgwood China in his home. For those few hours after receiving word from Bruno of the unsuccessful
procurement of the two young teenage girls who’d been the sole focus of his ire, his entire family had
hidden fearfully in their rooms while he had worked out his discomfiture with the current situation. He
felt no sense of guilt or even the slightest pang of remorse for the zealous display of his dark side
before those he loved. In the end, it would do all of them some good, he supposed, to observe firsthand
that he was no one to trifle with. Even at home he expected absolute obedience from his wife and
children, and it did them good from time to time to see what happened when you crossed Antonello
Michael Moretti. And to be sure, his own daughter tended to push his buttons an awful lot lately,
challenging him at almost every turn as she developed through her teen years. This morning though,
at breakfast, she had been meek and surprisingly polite and deferential when speaking to him. He
nodded to himself while sipping his Latté, Yes, that’s how you handled people. You let them know in

no uncertain terms what you expected out of them, and what would happen if they crossed the line. As
he raised his cup and tentatively tested the temperature of the liquid with his lips, the car lurched
suddenly as the driver hastily applied the brakes. “Dammit!” shouted Michael, as his coffee fell forward
and the top came off, spilling hot coffee all over his slacks and his brand-new imported Italian loafers.
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“I’m so sorry boss,” said the driver, whose apologetic face exhibited wide-eyed alarm. “Damn cabbie
stopped right in front of me.”
Michael said nothing for a moment as he furiously wiped himself off with a small hand towel and
glared at the driver. Then grumbling angrily, he said to no one in particular, “I’ve surrounded myself
with bumbling buffoons and incompetent idiots. It’s no damn wonder everything’s been going to shit
lately.” After cleaning up as much of the mess as he could, he impatiently tossed the wet towel on the
floor with a back-handed flip and sat fuming, while the car turned up a side street and entered the
underground parking garage that serviced his building. As the vehicle pulled up in front of his private
elevator, a security guard briskly stepped up and opened the door, allowing Michael to exit the car.
Standing next to the elevator and waiting patiently for him was the hulking, dark eyed form of his
number one man, Bruno. He nodded once and Bruno turned a key and punched several numbers into
a keypad causing the high security elevator doors to open. Stepping inside, he turned and scowled
when he saw Bruno glance curiously at his coffee stained slacks, and then waited impatiently as the big
man selected the button for the top floor.
“You take care of that matter I asked you to?”
Bruno nodded and then added, “I put the hits out on Bernardo, Giovanni and Marco. They should be
old news by day’s end. What do you want me to do about Carlos? You made up your mind on him?”
Michael frowned. “He screwed up. Hell, you all screwed up, but he’s well connected. A distant cousin
of the Franco family out of Chicago. I’m waiting to hear back from the Don there before I decide what
to do about him.”
Bruno grimaced and looked his boss in the eye. “What about me? I’m surprised you haven’t fitted
me with cement shoes for this.”
Michael stared straight ahead, giving no sign of surprise at the remark. “I’m not gonna say it didn’t
cross my mind, believe me. But at least you kept your head and got out of there with your anonymity
intact. Those other fools allowed themselves to get snatched, have been questioned by the police and by
all accounts, have been leaking information. You and I go way back, Bruno, and when it comes right
down to it, you are a hell of a lot smarter than most of these guys, which would make you hard to
replace. So I figure, I, at least, owe you the chance to redeem yourself.”
“Thanks a lot boss,” said Bruno, unable to keep the relief from his voice as the elevator came to a
stop in the secretarial lobby that acted as an administrative barrier adorning the anterior of Michael’s
office.
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As the two men stepped through the sliding doors and walked past the main desk occupied by
Michael’s chief administrator, Miss Bianca Ferrelli, Michael reached into a tray strategically placed on
the right corner of her desk and grabbed a stack of messages awaiting his perusal. “Anything vitally
important I should know about this morning, Bianca?” he asked, expecting only the usual cursory
answer in the negative. Bianca’s primary strength lay in her ability to handle and dispense of all but the
most important tasks, leaving Michael free from the tedium of dealing with most of the nonsense that
would otherwise keep him on the phone, or in meetings dealing with all manner of inane problems
which seemed to plague many of his business partners. She knew from experience how to handle things
and often surprised him by her proficiency at dealing with even the tough issues, such as employee
termination or the management of other less than savory tasks.
Bianca Ferrelli, who was normally a model of efficiency smiled grimly and answered in halting tones,
“No, sir, but, uh...,” she said, and then paused as if unsure of how to proceed.
Michael, who was looking over his messages, slowly arched his eyes and his eyebrows and peered
over the top of the handful of paper slips in a measured gaze that Bruno had seen before. It always
reminded him of a vulture looking over its next meal with a sly mixture of hunger and impatience. As if
at any moment the creature would pounce, tearing and feasting hungrily on the carrion that lay before
it. He watched silently as Michael scrutinized the woman who he now saw was visibly nervous, her
fretful demeanor obvious now as her eyes darted back and forth from the Mob Boss to the door of his
office.
“But what?” snarled Michael, spitting out the words like the harsh bark of an angry dog, causing her
to jump a bit. He had no time this morning for any nonsense and her odd behavior, which was so
contrary to her usual precise and competent nature, was grating on his already disgruntled mood.
“Well sir, I know it sounds strange, but there’s a young lady waiting for you in your office. She
walked up to my desk only a few minutes ago and I promptly informed her that you weren’t here yet
and that even if you were, she wouldn’t be able to see you without a prior appointment. She then told
me, quite rudely I might add, that she didn’t need one to see you and that she would go on ahead and
wait for you inside your office. I immediately demanded that she leave at once or I would call security
and have her forcibly removed, at which time she grabbed the handset of my phone and broke it.”
Michael and Bruno both looked at Bianca’s desk phone, which they could now see had its cord torn
from its base.
“Well sir, you know I don’t take nonsense like that from anyone, especially some little teen bitch and
so I straightaway came around the desk and grabbed her by the arm. My assistant Peter joined me and
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grabbed her other arm, and so I figured I’d march her straight down to office security myself when she
pulled loose, grabbed Peter and pitched him over the desk.”
Michael glanced over toward the left and saw the young man who acted as Bianca’s assistant nursing
his shoulder and giving him a rather sheepish grimace. It was obvious the good looking lad who
appeared to be in his early twenties was completely cowed. Michael shook his head with distaste. He
really had to get her someone a little more capable up here. These limp-wristed little pretty boys she
liked to surround herself with were, in his mind, a serious waste of space. Bringing his gaze back to his
admin who had momentarily halted her explanation when he’d looked away, he glared at her as she
continued, haltingly, becoming more visibly shaken as she continued.
“Well, sir, she then walked me back around to my chair and slammed me down with much more
force than I could have imagined and ordered me to stay right here at my desk until you arrived. I’m
sorry sir, but something about her manner really frightened me. The way she looked at me with
those...intensely piercing eyes. And her strength.... I don’t understand how someone that petite can be
so strong. I’m a pretty tough woman, as you well know, and she moved me back around the desk like I
was nothing. Well, I hate to admit it, but I went quite weak in the knees and afterward I could barely
stand. After that, I decided that it was probably best not to antagonize her, since she’s plainly a crazy
lunatic of some kind and so I waited here until after she went on into your office. I’d just made up my
mind to have one of the other assistants call down to the lobby to inform security that we had a
problem, when you stepped out of the elevator.”
Michael looked thoughtful. “So, you’re telling me she’s in my office? My locked, secure office?”
“Yes sir. I can’t explain how she did it. She walked over and then I think she did something to the
security keypad. I don’t know exactly what it was she did, but I heard a funny, sizzling noise and it
smelled like something was burning. Then she went to the door and there was a loud snap like
something being broken and then she just went on inside.”
Michael glanced at Bruno, whose eyes had perceptibly narrowed and was staring back at him with a
look that was both knowing, yet marked with suspicion. “What exactly did she look like, this girl?”
Bianca paused, “Well, sir, she is actually quite young, her hair is thick with long dark tresses. She is
very pretty and has these remarkable green eyes that seemed to get visibly brighter when she
demanded I stay here at my desk. I don’t know why Mr. Moretti, but I got the sense that she is, in some
strange way, very dangerous. She was quite forceful when she spoke to me there at the end, and I was
honestly afraid to argue with her very much.”
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Michael placed a thoughtful finger to his lip and turned toward Bruno. “You don’t suppose,” he
started to say, and then paused. “It couldn’t be that strange girl you told me about? She wouldn’t dare
come here, would she?”
Bruno nodded slowly. “That one would, boss. I’m telling you. She’s fearless and definitely someone
we need to take very seriously. If she’s here, we got ourselves a big problem.”
Michael nodded thoughtfully and then said, “I want you to go on down and get the boys. All of
them! Have Mercer open the weapons locker with the full-auto hardware, and get them outfitted and
back up here fast. I’ll go ahead in and keep our little visitor entertained until you get back.”
Bruno stood frozen with a distinct look of reluctance in his eyes. “Uh, Boss.”
“What is it!” snapped Michael. His mind was racing, already thinking about how best to handle this
little situation, and he was not used to having his orders questioned.
Bruno shook his head. “I don’t think it’s gonna matter, Boss.”
“What do you mean, it’s not gonna matter? We’ve got enough guns down there to start a small war. I
think it will get her attention and allow us to control this situation just fine. She’s just a young, stupid
little girl dammit! And I’m not about to be pushed around by some brash little cunt just because you all
had a bad experience with her. She’s on our turf now! You bring up the guns and we’ll set her right
soon enough. You just wait and see.” Bruno shook his head and turned to do as he was told. Michael
listened in disbelief as his number one grumbled all the way down the hallway, on his way to the bank
of elevators that serviced the building. His agitated tone was filled with blatant disrespect and
insolence, and it was obvious the man was making no attempt to cover up his annoyance.
“Young, stupid girl.... Who the hell does he think we’re dealing with here? Does he really think we
were all just completely incompetent at that damn high school? Well, he’s got a big surprise coming his
way, that’s for sure! When that little girl hands him his ass in a basket and tells him to kiss it! Then
maybe he’ll finally get it! Hell, maybe after he ends up being tossed through a window fifteen stories up
by that little cunt, he’ll finally listen to something other than the sound of his own stubborn voice.
Nope, don’t listen to Bruno. Don’t ask advice from the guy that nearly got himself killed running halfcocked into a situation we knew almost nothing about. Oh no! Let’s just face that demon bitch with a
few more guns! That should do it.”
Michael stood open mouthed as Bruno finally entered an elevator and disappeared from sight. The
guy was definitely losing it, alright. After this was all over, maybe it was time to rethink Bruno’s future
with his firm.
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Bruno stood in quiet contemplation as the elevator doors closed. He should be on his way, but he
needed to be careful here. His options involving the current situation needed to be weighed carefully
and he needed a few minutes to let his mind settle so that he could consider all of the facts. In the past,
he could always tell when a situation was reaching a critical impasse. And when those situations arose,
he always followed his gut and did what he needed to do to survive. He wasn’t like most of the
deadbeats in his line of work, who would blindly forge ahead taking needless risks because of no other
reason than that they were told to. Like brainless, gun toting automatons, doing whatever the bosses
wanted, heedless of the fact that they only had one life to give. And once it was over, buddy, you were
nothing but a decaying, worm infested corpse in the ground. No more living life for the richness of its
pursuits. The wonderful, full bodied women he liked to indulge in. The finest liquors, and bevy of rare
wines he so loved to sip. The lure and excitement of the casinos with their bright lights and dazzling,
varied temptations. That was what he lived for. Not risking his life in a mad dash toward certain
calamity. That just wasn’t Bruno’s way. Nope, when he reached a crucial juncture in his life, he always
did what was best for number one. That being, himself! He spent a last few moments deep in thought
before finally hitting the button for the ground floor. There were at least ten guys in the building right
now that were trained with automatic weapons. It isn’t gonna be enough, he thought to himself. As the
elevator began to silently glide downward, he allowed himself to imagine the ten men he was going to
get, holding their AK 47s and trying to hit a quickly moving target. Unlike the movies, where actors
using guns of this type usually mowed down whatever they were aiming for, the reality was that these
guns had a tremendous kick to them. And if you weren’t careful, you could end up hitting a whole lot
more than just one person. He’d seen how unbelievably fast she could move, and knew she wasn’t here
to have a nice calm talk with the both of them. No, that girl was likely plenty pissed! And as mad as she
was at Michael, Bruno was fairly certain there was one more person she was even madder at, and that
individual was him! The last he’d seen her, he’d pumped a couple of bullets into her cute little friend.
He was pretty sure the brown haired girl was dead, and that meant there was one main reason the little
vampire bitch was here...now. The same thing that he would be here for, if the situation were in
reverse, and if there was anyone he actually cared about that much. He was absolutely certain of it. She
was here for revenge! In his mind, he saw her moving in a blur while ten Italian guards with guns tried
to snuff her out. Bullets would be going everywhere, and he recalled those green eyes, eyes that pierced
your soul and left you trembling. She would race about while they turned fearfully around, firing at
every shadow, until they had all blown each other to bits. Then she would have herself a good laugh at
their expense. She would come through this fine, while they would be dead. Or, at least, most of them
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would be. Where he was concerned, he was sure she would find some way to keep him alive, for a more
fitting ending. The more he thought about it, the more sure he was that his end was waiting for him
here. Waiting patiently for him to stupidly walk into her presence up in Michael’s office, where there
would be no bargaining chip left. Only the vampire and twelve human fools, led by the biggest idiot of
them all.... Michael asshole Moretti!
The door to the elevator opened and Bruno stepped out. He saw several heads turn toward him at
the security desk while he walked casually over. A couple of these guys were friends. Not close friends,
he had none of those. But these were guys he played cards with sometimes, guys whom he had relied
on in the past and who could usually be counted on in a pinch. One of the taller men stepped toward
him and gave him a concerned nod. His name was Gianni and Bruno owed him five hundred dollars
from a late night poker game they’d had the other night. He had been a little short cash-wise that
night, and Gianni had spotted him. He was pretty decent that way.
“Bianca called and said you were on your way down, and that there was a situation going on upstairs.
So what’s going on and what do you want us to do?”
Bruno looked thoughtful for a moment. He owed these guys very little, but he had a problem with
sending men to their certain death, without some kind of warning. “You know that money I owe you?”
Gianni nodded. “Yeah.”
“Well, I got something for you a lot more valuable. You remember that little situation at that high
school I told you guys about the other night?”
Gianni blanched, his eyes betraying a sudden nervousness. “Yeah, where the vampire chick took out
your entire crew?”
Bruno nodded. “The very one and the same. Well boys, she’s up in Michael’s office right now, and
he wants us to go to the weapons locker, grab a bunch of AKs and get on up there to save his ass.”
“Holy shit,” said Gianni. “So should I send out a code one and gather up all the guys?”
“Sure,” said Bruno, as he turned and began to walk toward the front exit, “you guys go on ahead
and do that.”
“Hey boss!” Gianni shouted, “Ain’t you coming with us?”
Bruno stopped, turned and said solemnly and succinctly, “Nope.... Twice was enough for me. You
guys probably think I was full of it. I can see from some of your looks, you still doubt me. But if you’ve
ever wondered what death incarnate looks like.... Well, she’s waiting for all of you upstairs in Michael’s
office. Go on and have a look for yourselves. And Gianni....”
“Yeah,” Gianni answered.
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“I’ll go ahead and hold on to that five hundred for now. If you’re going upstairs, it’s a foregone
conclusion that you won’t be needing it anymore. If you don’t, well then, I’ll catch up with you over the
next few days.”
One of the other men standing next to Gianni laughed and said, “Hell Bruno, I never knew you
were such a damn coward!”
Bruno clenched his hands into fists and slowly walked back up to the marble security desk, which
held the dozens of displays with their lighted buttons and warning lights that busily scanned the
building’s hallways and entrances. His eyes were pinched and deadly looking, his face an unreadable
mask. Casually and with unhurried, silent aplomb so as to give no warning of his intent, he pulled a
9mm pistol from a shoulder holster concealed under his jacket and before anyone could react, he fired
a single slug into the man’s forehead. He watched the man’s body fall backwards to the floor from the
force of the bullet and saw the remaining men stare at him in shocked silence. “Don’t anyone ever call
me a coward! What waits for all of you up there,” he said, pointing toward the ceiling, “is beyond the
scope of mere mortal men. Let each person here make his own decision in this matter, but heed this.
No man is a coward who flees the certainty of death by supernatural forces that are way beyond his ken.
All of you need to decide for yourselves if you want to play the hero. Me, I’ve seen her in action twice
now and I can tell you, only a damn fool challenges the apotheosis of death, she who is the female
embodiment of the grim reaper, a third time. So my lads, I say to you now with my sincerest apologies,
the best of luck to you all. You’ll need it!” With that, Bruno turned and made his way out the glass
enclosed front foyer of the Quest Financial Plaza for what he knew would be the last time. He would
never be coming back here again. He had long planned for the day when he might have to disappear.
Well, that day had finally come. He looked up into a clear blue sky and wondered if he would ever feel
truly at ease again. He somehow doubted it.

Gianni scowled and looked at the body lying on the floor in a growing pool of blood. The guy had
been a complete moron. No one had ever dared call Bruno a coward. No one! And that led to his
current state of indecisiveness. What would make the toughest guy he knew flee the building in such a
rush? Gianni looked speculatively toward the ceiling and then back at the three remaining guards, who
were staring back at him with various expressions of alarm.
“What should we do, Gianni?” asked one of the youngest of the group. His face was a mask of
uncertainty since he had only been here for a few weeks, and was still learning the ropes.
“Well,” said Gianni thoughtfully, “if we don’t go up, Michael will have our heads.”
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“Then why did Bruno leave?”
Gianni nodded to himself. He’d known Bruno for a lot of years and always admired the way the man
seemed to sense trouble before it happened. Hell, Bruno had saved his life many times in the past, due
to an almost uncanny ability to avoid life threatening situations where they would’ve ultimately walked
into a trap. In fact, more than a few guys were dead today because they’d ignored his warnings. Gianni,
on the other hand, had recognized the seemingly mystical quality in Bruno that allowed him to avoid
deadly trouble and always followed his lead. “Because he knows something we don’t,” he said, matterof-factly. “Cause he knows that whoever goes up there will be walking into a extremely dangerous
situation and there’s a very high probability that you won’t be coming out of it alive.”
“But, I like living,” said the young voice, betraying no small amount of trepidation. “If Bruno ain’t
going up, then why the hell should we?”
“So, what the fuck do we do then?” said Gianni, as he and the remaining men stared at each other
silently, apprehension reflected in their gazes. It was plain that they were thinking the same thing he
was. That if Bruno wasn’t going up, then it would be plain suicide for any of them to go as well. The
problem was though, that if they didn’t do something, Michael would have their heads. Suddenly,
Gianni smiled grimly and looked at his men. “You know, I was just thinking…. Who but us knows what
Bruno told us to do before he left? What if Bruno, in fact, came down here and ordered us to scramble
a code seven. Then, we would all have to leave, as part of the procedure laid out by the people in
charge. Meaning, Michael himself.” The looks he got from the other men were at first confused, and
then slowly grew more hopeful as understanding swept through them. They knew what he did. Code
seven was a silent alarm that let everyone in the building know that they were under siege. The
authorities were either here or en-route and it was necessary to vacate the premises with extreme
prejudice. This building was actually a huge data center, housing all of the financial records for this
and many other mob families who were in ‘the business’. In the event of a raid by the FBI, a code seven
would start a data redundancy failsafe, which would protect their assets from being compromised. He
wasn’t sure of all the exact details; most of it was way above his pay grade. But simply put, the vast
memory banks would be backed up offsite somewhere and then locally wiped so that the FBI or
whoever else tried to get their hands on the mob’s private financial records, would get zip… nadda!
Secondly, the people in the building would immediately drop whatever they were doing and quickly
vacate the premises, the idea being that when the authorities arrived, they would get their hands on
zero data and few, if any, family members. Gianni looked hesitantly at the others. “What do you guys
think?”
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One of the men who’d been at the card game the other night and had heard the same story he had
glanced at the ceiling once and then said, “All I know is, I’m not going up there! If that vampire chick
has Bruno scared enough to get him to run for it, then I say we should get the hell out of here, too.”
Gianni grimaced as the men all nodded their united approval. “All right,” he said, curtly. “Let’s do
this.” Walking gingerly over to the security console and stepping carefully over a pool of coagulating
blood as he tried to avoid getting it all over his shoes, he slid his ID card through the reader, tapped a
few keys and brought up a screen that only he and two other supervisors had access to. Entering his
admin password, he then entered the seven digit code that would initiate the event of a code seven.
Looking up, he told the men who were watching him, “Remember now, when we’re asked about this,
Bruno came down and ordered me to do it...right?”
“Right,” the men responded, their voices a mixture of relief and anxiety.
“Okay then,” he said, with a tone of finality. Hitting the enter key once, Gianni stepped back and
slipped a little in the dark ichor that covered the floor. “Shit!” he exclaimed, as he barely caught
himself from falling on his ass, “let’s get the fuck out of here!”
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