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        Cuoricino, New York

        DANTE

      

      

      

      It was better when we were buzzed, not that it had always been that way. Not for all the years before, when we were kids doing playpen time, watching Blue’s Clues. Not when we were sticking up for each other in junior high, standing back-to-back, avoiding the vicious pummels of dodge balls. Or when Brock Benson got too handsy with Kat senior year and called her something stupid and racist that had me kneeling over him, my knuckles busted and bloody, and Kat telling me off for not leaving the fight for her to handle.

      Liquor helped as we got older, when we stopped caring what every other asshole in school got up to outside those hallways. When our worlds stopped concerning anybody but Kat and me. Whiskey hid what lay under the surface. It numbed the truth.

      But now? With high school and awkwardness in our rearview? Hell, we were stone sober.

      “This asshole is charging them nearly eight hundred percent. Eight hundred!”

      “If my brother knew…” Kat glared at me, head shaking, and I leaned closer to the screen, looking over her shoulder. “You’re not telling me Dimitri had anything to do with this shit.”

      “And you’re not telling me Smoke Carelli, your precious brother, the man who runs this town, doesn’t know what a racket Avery Freakin Turner is running in this so-called Payday Loan bullshit?” She had a chip on her shoulder when it came to Dimitri. She didn’t like how he bossed any of us around, especially my sister, Antonia.

      Kat brushed her hair off her back, and I caught the smell of peonies—the flowers her grandmother kept around her house no matter the weather. I leaned back on the desk, rubbing my eyes. “Not this. No way. Dimitri would shut this shit down.” I nodded to the screen, coming across a name we both knew well. “Shit, not that!” I pointed to Alba Martin’s name, then the five grand balance on the ledger. “If Dino knew his mom owed this asshole…”

      “He won’t have to.” Kat moved her fingers, covered by gloves, across the keyboard, twisting her long, black hair into a bun with her freehand. “This son of a bitch…”

      “Did you get the old lady from the grocery by your nonna’s house?”

      “Mrs. Choe? Yeah and Mr. Jackson.” She nodded, scooting closer to the screen. “He delivers her produce. He was up to nearly two grand.” She returned both hands to the keys, not looking at me while she focused on the names lined in each row.

      Kat’s grandmother had heard her neighbors complaining about Avery’s ridiculous interest rates and his short payback periods. They were all elderly. All without any significant means and, to hear the old woman tell the story, were the perfect marks for Turner’s greedy ass. He targeted the ones who were desperate, or had no family and virtually no one to watch their backs.

      “How’d you swing this, by the way?”

      It took Kat a few seconds to answer, but by the time she got to Carol Richards—the retired secretary that always came into my folks’ restaurant on half-off days—my best friend was slowing down enough to answer. “Turner has a new secretary right out of business school who knows nothing about phishing attacks. My cousin runs the temp agency that placed her. She’s the one who told me there was only one junction box with a motion detector.” Kat nodded to the small sensor on the wall behind me. There’d been no keypad lock on the back door to stop us from breaking in and a laser pointer blinded the sensor long enough to tape a square piece of glass in front of it to hide our movements and keep us from being detected.

      “You’re smooth, Kitten.” Kat didn’t care enough to brag about the shit she could do, but I didn’t miss the little grin tugging on the side of her mouth at my compliment.

      “It’s old school. Turner seriously needs better data security.” She scrolled through more workbooks in the app, her expression tightening as she read the names and amounts. “It would look too obvious if we deleted all the balances, so I’m covering the ones we canceled out by running a data shuffling bot on the addresses, preventing them from being traced.”

      “He won’t be able to track them down by their past payments?”

      “Nah. I’m scrambling all their data.” She selected several more balances, grinning when the largest amounts got zeroed out.

      “You’re a genius. I’d tell you to go corporate and rule the world, but, hell, what would be the point? You’re gonna do that anyway.” Kneeling next to her, I didn’t miss the tightness in Kat’s back when I came too close or how she jumbled a few of her usual perfect keystrokes.

      I stepped away, moving to the window near the front of the room, watching the empty, dark street.

      I knew we’d get to this. It was why I’d been wishing we’d had a few shots before the mission started. Shit had been twisted and awkward with us since the night before she left for MIT.

      We’d polished off two bottles of tequila. We were going to miss each other. And, hell, there wasn’t a lot she couldn’t talk me into.

      “Dance with me.”

      We could barely stand, much less keep time with the music. But Brandi Carlile’s “Turpentine” hit like a one-two punch. Every line was stolen from us. Every memory folded into that song and pulsed out from the speakers of her brother, Drew’s old Impala.

      “We’ll have to hold each other up.”

      And we did. Arms tight. Hands gripping, her mouth against my neck. My fingers in her hair. My brain reminding me I was saying goodbye to the only real thing in my life. Didn’t much matter she wasn’t my girl. She was still my girl.

      I didn’t remember much except the heat rising off the pavement, the slow drizzle of the summer rain and how she felt leaning into me. Then, my best friend in the world kissed me.

      I didn’t hate it.

      I didn’t hate any of it.

      I hadn’t thought of much else for almost a year, but Kat had never mentioned that drunken, sweet kiss again. Not in any of her texts. Never once when I drove up to Cambridge for a weekend visit, or when she came home last winter for the holidays.

      And here we were. Awkward again and needing something that might make us forget that we probably fucked up the best friendship either of us ever had.

      “Hey, listen—” Kat started, sounding a little more relaxed when I turned toward her, my back against the window. I shot my eyebrows up, waiting for her to finish, but then her attention slipped behind me, to the park across the street and the noise coming from the couple arguing in the dark. “Shit…”

      “What the—” Kat joined me at the window, squinting for a clearer view.

      “I thought Luca—”

      “He was supposed to be gone. Dimitri said he took off.”

      In the center of the park, underneath the large gazebo, Antonia stood arguing with Luca, the guy she’d run off with four years ago. He’d abandoned her in Boston. Broke her heart in the process and no one had heard from him since.

      “Should we go out there?” Kat asked, grabbing my arm when Antonia pushed Luca away from her.

      That grumpy, protective part of my brain told me to run outside and break this shit up. Cuoricino was a small town, and my family didn’t need the attention. But there was a history between Luca and Toni that needed finishing. That much we knew from the small part Kat and I played helping my sister and her man slip out of town years ago. But that was yesterday’s business. This fussing they were doing was today’s and only they could settle it.

      “Not just yet.” I glanced down at Kat, shrugging. “We’re here if she needs us.”

      It was the closest we’d been for weeks. That flowery sweet scent hit me, and I drank it in, loving how she looked at me, hating that I couldn’t step away from her.

      What the hell was happening?

      This wasn’t us.

      It never would be.

      Kat seemed to realize we were locked in some mind fuck neither one of us seemed willing to break, and stepped back, hustling back to the computer and all those balances that needed clearing.

      Inhaling to clear my head, I decided to ignore the awkwardness and settled on a safer subject. “This has to be a cakewalk for you.” Avery’s little hustle and weak-ass system was kid’s play for Kat. She’d hacked harder systems by eighth grade. It was how I avoided summer school for three years in a row. “The shit they got you doing at school would probably make my head split open. I’m guessing you’re ready to get back and do something real.”

      Funny thing about knowing someone your whole life. There wasn’t much bullshit they could level at you. You knew their tells. Kat could read me, even if I was thinking about lying. But I could sniff out her smallest tick and know when something was off with her too. That glance away from me, her avoiding my eyes, told me she was keeping something to herself.

      The desk creaked when I sat next to her, stretching my neck back, pretending not to notice how hard she typed on those keys. “So? What’s the problem?”  She ignored me and the keystrokes got sharper. “You flunk out?” The key stabbing stopped, and I caught her glare, laughing at the ‘excuse me, asshole’ look she shot at me. “Give it up. What’s the problem with you going back to school?”

      Kat’s glare transformed at my question, and she went back to the screen, acting like whatever she kept from me wasn’t important enough to warrant more than two words. “I’m not.”

      “Not what?” Fingers continuing to move, attention purposefully not on me, Kat’s other tell—dismissal—had a twitch pulsing at my temple and irritation making my head throb. I leaned across the keyboard, holding my hand over her fingers, and she finally sat back and glanced at me.

      Deflating, Kat sank against the back of the chair. “Going back.” When I cleared my throat, ready to argue, she stopped me with a head shake, her features dismissive. “It’s done. I already dropped out. Spare me your bitching.”

      Kat was direct, always had been. But she always had my back, like that time in high school when Principal Collette did a random locker check and she heard about it first. She knew my combination, went into my locker, and swiped the flask of tequila hidden behind my Algebra I book before I had a chance to grab it. The little shit didn’t tell me for four hours either, so I sweated the entire day, thinking I was going to get suspended.

      There was a pause; a dead silence that moved between us. Part challenge. Part dare. If I had to guess, Kat was likely thinking she knew what I’d say. Of course she did. No one knew me better, but I wouldn’t let her call me out. Not with something like this.

      It was ridiculous. Impossible. MIT and Kat Harrell were like chocolate and peanut butter. Books and coffee. The place had been her obsession since she was eight.

      Blinking, I closed my mouth, rubbing a hand over my jaw as she stared up at me, a challenge glinting in her eyes. “You out of your fucking head?”

      She clicked her tongue, suppressing a laugh before she returned to the computer and finished up with the last of the balances. “I don’t need a lecture from someone who didn’t even bother applying to college.”

      “This ain’t about me. This is about you and that massive brain of yours.” She slapped my hand away when I tapped a finger on the top of her head. “You dropped out? What the fuck, Kat?”

      She swiveled in the chair, resting her feet on the table. “It was…boring. And the side hustles I’ve been pulling?” Kat waved her hands, mimicking an explosion. “Huge ones, not bullshit like this. I could make a killing if I did this shit full-time. I don’t need a degree to do this. What we’ve been doing since we were kids, those eggheads at school are just sorting that shit out.”

      It was an excuse. We both knew it, one she made because her brother had gotten laid off and her parents were too busy with their business to take care of her grandmother the way Kat thought they should. She could pretend that wasn’t the reason, but I knew her. It was what she worried about most while she was away. Her messages always started off asking if I’d seen her grandmother or checked in on her brother. Kat’s talent was hacking, but worrying was a close second.

      “I can look after your gran—”

      “It’s not that.” When I shook my head, squinting at her, Kat dropped her feet from the table, rubbing her face. “It’s not just that.”

      “Kitten,” I tried, going to kneel next to her, but thought better of it and leaned against the larger monitor near the breaker and junction boxes. “You gotta get back there. Make connections. Do something with your life. This place, it’s no damn good for you.” I waved my hand, brushing against the junction box, and the tape holding the glass to the sensor tore, catching my movements, engaging the radar, and the entire building filled with the alarm’s piercing whine.

      “Shit, Dante!” Kat shut down the computer, snatching her external drive as I grabbed her hand, and we booked it toward the exit.

      Within minutes, just as we climbed down the fire escape, police sirens filled up the quiet, roaring loud through town as red and blue lights broke against the black sky.

      I nodded ahead, keeping my voice low when I spoke over my shoulder. “The alley, to the left. They’ll look in Avery’s building first.”

      “We should split up,” Kat said, starting in the opposite direction, but I grabbed her arm and pulled her beside me.

      “Like hell.”

      “Clumsy ass…” she complained as we skipped through three more alleyways and ducked into an abandoned building across the street from Leia’s Antique Shop. Kat knelt in front of me as two cruisers turned on the street and slowed down, their searchlights flooding into the alleys and windows of the few empty buildings.

      “Just move,” I told her when the last patrol car took a right, and we slipped behind them and up the fire escape of Edgerton’s Oddities. The roof was cluttered with tarps and busted, abandoned crates. The ductwork was massive and tattered but made for good coverage. Kat followed behind me and we ducked under the curved exhaust at the back of the roof, pulling two crates and a few canvas tarps over us before we hid beneath them.

      “You think they—” Kat went quiet when we heard the whine of brakes, the quick whoosh of a door slamming, then with a jog, the creak of feet moving up the fire escape.

      The wind was doing us favors, rustling the tarps and broken wood from the crates against the ductwork and scratching along the roof to distract from any sound we might make.

      The footsteps came closer, followed by the swooping glare of a flashlight and the cracking of heels on glass and metal. Kat inched her fingers up my arm, gripping my hand like she did when we were seven, and my brother Dario dared us to ride Old Man Richardson’s haunted hayride without our folks knowing. We did it, but Kat had left marks on my fingers for days afterward. I never mentioned them.

      “Dispatch, 10 - 15…all clear on the Edgerton building…” The voice was high-pitched and young. Younger, at least than anyone else on the force. Hearing it, we glanced at each other, both seeming to fight the urge to laugh.

      “Brock,” Kat mouthed, her head going back as she grinned.

      “Shitty Benson,” I whispered.

      The footsteps retreated, and I twisted to the side, catching a look at the guy I’d seen a dozen times at my folks’ restaurant when his dad, the sheriff, treated his deputies to lunch, and a million more times when we were growing up as kids. He’d always been an asshole, a bully and when any girl was around, Kat included, a perv.

      But our senior year, when I got banned from prom for bashing Brock’s face in, Kat had gotten her revenge, and it was fucking beautiful.

      She’d hacked the country club’s security feed, then uploaded a video clip onto the screens surrounding the auditorium at prom. Two hundred students and faculty got treated to Miley Wagoner, the girl Brock’s daddy paid to date him those last few months of senior year, and the asshole himself sick on raw oysters, in the country club jacuzzi as Miley screamed “Gross!” after Brock shit himself in the water. Everyone saw that asshole’s humiliation, and his soggy, shitty boxers clinging to him, exaggerating all his shortcomings. A year later and he was still being called Deputy Shitstain.

      Brock was halfway down the stairs and the idiot in me couldn’t help it. I pressed the back of my hand against my mouth and blew out a breath, laughing at the fart noise that echoed across the rooftop.

      Kat released a cackle, then we both went still as she gripped my hand, rolling right against me, and Brock paused on the stairs. Her smile was beautiful, wide, and even though that jackass was a hundred feet away and could haul us in with little effort, I didn’t care about anything but Kat and how good she smelled and how it felt to laugh with her and not think everything between us was wrecked.

      The grin dropped from her face, and she looked away, stretching her neck toward the stairs. “He’s gone,” she said, lying back, her fingers still in my hand and she looked down, the smile disappearing from her lips, as though she hadn’t realized we were still touching.

      She tried to move away from me, but I leaned over her, telling myself the look on her face didn’t mean anything; that she was only surprised I wasn’t pulling away from her. But just then, I didn’t care about things changing. My head went blank of anything but wanting Kat to understand me.

      “I don’t care if you think you don’t need a rescue, I’m always gonna be there to give you one,” I told her, nodding toward the stairs where Brock had been. Back then, when I’d bloodied his face for being a racist prick to her, Kat froze me out for days. She didn’t want anyone rescuing her. “I know you’re not a princess. You know that too. But, shit, Kitten, you gotta promise me you won’t end up in this town saving everyone’s ass. You gotta promise this won’t be your end game.” Her hair was soft, distracting me when I touched it. I had no idea what made me do that. “You’re bigger than this place.” I moved closer, dropping my attention to her mouth when she made a small noise. “Promise me.”

      “I…I promise.”

      I wanted to kiss her. Should have.

      I spent years replaying the look she gave me. I spent years more wondering if she would ever look at me that way again.
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        DANTE

      

      

      Five years away from Cuoricino and the streets seemed smaller. Alleyways we hid in as punk kids seemed impossibly tiny. Rooftops were too low to conceal anyone now. It had been a half a year or so, I’d been back, and I played the part. Dutiful son. Remorseful brother.

      I’d made a promise that still needed keeping.

      It cost me everything.

      It cost me Kat.

      “Dante?” I heard, hanging a left down Marlow Street, in what felt like a different world from the busy area I grew up around near my parents’ town center restaurant. Here, there were Asian food shops and noodle bars, a spa, florists, and a kite shop.

      Drew Harrell stood in the middle of the street with a group of kids chasing each other around him, looking oblivious that they were there at all. He was taller than I remembered, leaner than he’d been five years ago, but still had a patchy chin beard and thick, straight black hair he wore short in the back and long over his eyes. His cheeks were higher set than Kat’s, but his mouth was smaller, and it hung open, showing off a small diamond in the center of his front tooth, I guessed his nonna likely hated.

      I’d seen the look he gave me before in the months I’d been back: astonishment. Surprise. Disbelief. Five years lifting vines and lugging barrels around my uncle’s vineyard in Italy had rid me of more than just an attitude. There was at least thirty pounds of muscle and two inches more to me now. I wasn’t a dumpy kid anymore, and from the look Kat’s brother gave me, it showed.

      “Hey man,” I greeted, offering him my hand as I met him in the street.

      He took it, though the surprise never left his features, and he kept looking me over, eyebrows stretched under his bangs as I gave him a one-armed hug.

      “Holy. Shit.” Drew stepped back, giving me a final once-over, accompanied by an amazed whistle. “I wouldn’t have known you if I hadn’t seen your face.” He moved his chin, nodding at me. “All you Carellis got the same damn nose.”

      “You think?”

      He returned my laugh, shaking his head like he couldn’t quite believe he was looking at me. “Dante Carelli,” Drew said, stepping back, and I could almost see the store of memories filing through his head. There were hundreds. His sister had been my best friend since before either of us could remember. Drew and Kat were as commonplace to Carelli’s Fine Dining as me and my siblings. I’d also been stuck unloading supply trucks, along with Drew and Kat, for their folks’ discount store deliveries and spent more nights in the city with Kat and her grandmother, Mrs. Aoki, when she stayed too long playing in Pachinko parlors.

      But that was before everything changed and I’d broken everyone’s heart. Kat knew I’d been selling smack out of my brother’s bar and that it had cost him five years of his life. That stubborn bastard wouldn’t let me do my own time. But I wasn’t sure if Kat had told Drew about the last night we’d seen each other and how bad our fight had been. It was the night I refused to walk away from it all. Not even for her.

      Drew’s good-natured, happy grin on his face lowered when I looked back at him, when the kids had run up onto the sidewalk and faces, I only half recognized, started to stare, started serving me glares. The muscles on Drew’s face tightened, and I got the feeling Kat hadn’t kept what I’d done to herself. A look at the faces around us, and I guessed that Drew wasn’t the only one who knew how much I’d hurt Kat.

      “Drew—” I started, not getting too far before the man pulled out his phone, dismissing me without even a word.

      “Listen, I only called you to tell you where she is because Dino told me you were looking for her. When I heard he got shot, I felt bad. Figured you’d want to know where she was. I’m not a total asshole. You were good to her once. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have bothered.” Drew shook his head, like explaining himself was the last thing he wanted to do. His surprise had been a fluke, it seemed, pushing aside the anger he’d stored up for years over how I’d left things with his sister. Now he remembered and he didn’t seem too happy about me being five feet in front of him.

      Dino, my brother’s bodyguard, getting shot had put everyone in town on edge. But that didn’t seem to make Drew take shit easy on me. “Things were different after you left. When we were growing up, Kat, she didn’t much like Smoke…but you left, and he needed jobs done and paid well. She wasn’t loyal to him, but she is—”

      “A capitalist. Yeah, I know.”

      Drew shrugged, dismissing me. “It’s like I told you on the phone. She’s in Fiji—” He held up his hand, looking ready to stop any question I might interrupt him with— “I got no idea if she’s coming back.” He stuffed his phone back in his pocket and shrugged, stepping back onto the sidewalk. “She plays by her own rules. Always has. That hasn’t changed since you…went away.”

      Dimitri needed Kat. There were too many threats coming at our family. There was too much to lose. Carellis kept our people close. But our cousin Johnny, a made man in the city, had married his sweetheart, and made an enemy of Liam Shane in the process—an asshole who thought he was a don. The same asshole who’d been our enemy for years. It was a clusterfuck that was leading us to a battle we might not win.

      That asshole hated our family almost as much as we hated him. I owed my family. Besides, Kat was in the wind and Liam knew what she was capable of. He also knew, not long ago, she’d been loyal to our family. That made her a liability. It wasn’t safe for her to be on her own. Not if a battle was looming, and it damn sure was.

      “Listen, man, if you hear from her—”

      “She knows how to find you.” Drew’s mouth was pinched, his forehead creased as though he wanted to say something more but wasn’t sure he should.

      Tired already, I jerked my chin toward him. “What?”

      Drew looked down the sidewalk, toward a group of old women at the corner of the kite store. There were paper kites, fish kites and pentagonal kites streaming from the open door, streamers of orange, red and blue circling around them as they watched those kids chasing each other. I glanced among them, spotting Mrs. Aoki, my stomach dropping when I noticed the cane she gripped and her thin, white hair. She’d aged so much in the past five years. I’d been so caught up with my own shit, I hadn’t bothered to visit her or Kat’s parents. For as close as I’d once been to all of them, I acted like I’d forgotten all about them. No wonder I was getting glares.

      “Kat…she’s not the same person she was when you knew her.” Drew stared back at me, and I picked up the judgment in his expression. I’d seen it enough in the faces of my family when I came home. It was here now, in the looks I got around me as Drew and I stood talking. “If you’re thinking you’re gonna get your best friend back if she decides to come home, you’re gonna be disappointed.”

      Something tight curled in my gut, but I ignored it, nodding at Drew. “I got no expectations.”

      “Good,” he said, walking backward. “I’d hate for you to be disappointed, Carelli.”

      Drew disappeared into the crowd, surrounded by the people who loved him. The same people who still welcomed him. It was like a gut punch having him look at me the way he did, having the people I’d grown up laughing with, playing with, look at me like I was a piece of shit not worth kicking off the bottom of their shoe.

      But then, that was the choice I made.

      I kept my head down, hands in my pocket, as I left Drew’s neighborhood, even thought about grabbing a cab or calling one of my brother’s men to pick me up, but the fresh air felt good, helped me clear away Drew’s warning.

      What did he mean about Kat? Everyone changed and God knew I’d done enough to set her off the last night I saw her, but five years was a long time. She couldn’t still be pissed at me.

      Did she…no way she could still hate me.

      If you’re thinking you’re gonna get your best friend back if she decides to come home, you’re gonna be disappointed.

      That wasn’t what I expected. Not after…everything.

      We’d crossed lines we couldn’t ever erase. There was no going back, but hell, we could at least be civil. Couldn’t we?

      “You know, Young Carelli, it’s not safe to go off in that neighborhood alone.”

      I slowed as Luca moved behind me. That son of a bitch had the stealth of a cat. Didn’t even hear him coming out of the alley.

      “You gotta stop calling me that, man.” He was at my side, offering me a smoke, which I waved away and kept walking. “Shit’s sake, you could have been my brother-in-law.”

      I was three steps ahead of him before I noticed Luca had stopped and looked down the sidewalk. He was at least a head above everyone that passed him and stood out among the crowd. He always had in this town. Jaw clenched, Luca rubbed his head, scrubbing his fingers over his short-cut fade, that light brown skin pebbling with sweat across his forehead.

      I stood in front of him, squeezing his shoulder. “Christ, man, don’t tell me eleven years since breaking up is still too soon.”

      He glanced at me, gaze following one of Dimitri’s men coming out of the cleaners across the street, then Luca tilted his head to the right, a small shift of a movement that I knew meant I should follow him.

      We walked down the alleyway and behind the old bookstore. Luca took out a cigarette, stared at it, then threw it on the ground. In all the time Luca had started inching his way back into Dimitri’s inner circle, I’d never seen him smoke once. He held the cigarettes, sometimes he smelled them, but he never lit them.

      “This thing with Kat,” he started, ignoring the comment about him almost being my brother-in-law. “You gotta be careful.”

      I stepped back, releasing an exhale that was more laugh than breath. “You? You are giving me a lecture on being careful? Get the fuck outta here.”

      “Dante—”

      “Seriously?” Tilting my head, I held up my hand, motioning to the man. He had to be the most reckless, irritating bastard I knew, and he was warning me? “After all this time? You think I don’t know what I’m doing? Or why?” Luca was big, and he didn’t spook for anyone. Ever, except maybe my sister, so it wasn’t a surprise that me getting in his space didn’t make him flinch or look the least bit uncomfortable. “I gave you five years, Luca. I gave up…” It was pointless. He knew the story. He wrote it. Looking away from him, I stretched my neck, trying to work the tension out. “All the shit I did…and you still don’t trust me?”

      “Nah, man, fuck that,” he said, gripping the back of my neck, pointing his finger directly in my chest. “I didn’t ask you…” He stopped, jaw clenching before he rubbed his face. “You, I trust. You got no idea how much I trust you. I owe you.” When I looked away, nodding, he gave my chin a tap, pulling my gaze back to him. “You’re family. Even if I never got to marry your sister…you’re still family. I just want you safe.” He straightened, looking down at me, adjusting my collar like I was a kid. “We’re both risking a lot. If any of this gets out, it’s more than just our asses on the line.”

      “I know that.” I straightened my jacket, nodding, not liking the thought of how the truth would end us all.

      “If Kat comes back…”

      I jerked a glare at him, hating the reminder. “I won’t say anything to her. I didn’t before. I won’t now.”

      Done with the lecture, I waved Luca off, heading out of the alley before he stopped me. “Dante…”

      “Don’t mention it.” I didn’t bother looking back at him. Luca walked a few steps behind me, and I knew he’d apologize. It’s what he always did. I wasn’t in the mood to hear it. “Seriously,” I said, stopping him. “Don’t ever fucking mention it.”
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      We were always prepared for war.

      Even before Dimitri had made running this town his priority, even before there was a Carelli’s restaurant, the building had been made for the business of battle. In the twenties, it housed illegal whiskey and a speakeasy no cop would bother to raid because they’d always been paid enough to keep quiet.

      When my folks bought the place, it got outfitted for those ‘in case’ circumstances. Pop said it was a habit born from having a father and brother who lived by the gun.

      Tonight, the battle bloodied the basement floor.

      Dario’s woman, Ava, had the intel. Dimitri needed to act to save some innocent women from Liam Shane’s clutches and his own docks from being taken over by that asshole’s family. The resulting raid had led to an ambush and Luca caught a slug in his shoulder, Dario, a broken nose and Rickey, my brother’s guard, a one-way trip to the hospital in Edgemont.

      Around us, the chaos amped up: doctors and nurses on Dimitri’s staff bandaging and suturing anyone bleeding or bloody and Ma bossing and barking orders at anyone and everyone who had free hands to help.

      “Dante! Grab more towels. In the dryer. Hurry.” There was no arguing with her when shit hit the fan. There was no pointing out you could be more useful lugging somebody down the stairs or tossing them on a bed to get patched up. When the battle came to us, everyone did what we could, whatever that would be.

      The noise buzzed like insects, all the fussing and raging too loud to keep track of who was screaming about what until Dimitri and Dario’s yelling quieted the room as they stood almost nose to nose.

      “Ava,” Dimitri said to Dario’s woman, his voice eerily calm and scary. “What the fuck?”

      She’d been in town on and off for months. I liked the redhead. She fit with my brother. My folks loved her, but there was always a way about her that felt just a little off. She kept her secrets. That didn’t work in this town. It was practically illegal in this family.

      When Dimitri frowned, his jaw clenching with a warning, Ava hurried to explain herself, and, for her sake, why the info she gave my brother had led to the bullshit that had gone down at the raid. “He…my father…he knew…Oh, God, I’m so sorry…”

      “It’s too fucking late for that shit,” Dimitri said, tugging on her arm.

      That was enough to piss Dario off and put my brothers in each other’s faces, like we had time for a pissing match on top of the bullshit we were already stepping in.

      “…we were ambushed!” Dimitri waved a hand around the room. “Fuck’s sake, Rickey and Luca were shot.”

      “She didn’t know—” Dario tried, standing in front of Ava.

      “She knew plenty.”

      But Ava wouldn’t let Dario make excuses for her. She quieted him fast, looking around the room, to my folks, those big eyes as sweet as her words when she apologized. And Dimitri let her make amends, but what the details were, I didn’t know. Something pulled my attention away from the drama.

      The sweet whiff of something familiar hit my senses and it made me feel heated and young and a thousand different things. Shaking my head, I looked around the room, not spotting anyone I didn’t know, finding nothing that would fuck with my head like this.

      I barely picked up Ava’s quick explanation of, “I never meant for any of this—” before that scent came closer then stopped, and her voice, deeper, sleepy, and so damn angry, settled right next to me.

      “Good intentions?” Kat said, pushing out a laugh I knew she didn’t mean.

      She was in front of Ava in three steps, looking fierce, her body strong, skin perfect and dark. At her sides, Kat curled her fists, the knuckles so tight her fingers shook.

      She was fucking beautiful.

      “The road to hell is paved with good intentions, isn’t it, Reagan?” It wasn’t my place. I’d lost the right to call her my friend a long time ago, but hell, there was no way I wouldn’t have her back. Whatever Ava…or Reagan, whoever she was, had done, it was bad enough to make Kat look ready to tear her apart. I matched the glare Kat gave Dario’s woman because having her back was what I’d always done. “And I know more than anyone how shitty your intentions are.”

      “Kat…”

      “Don’t you put my damn name in your mouth.” Dimitri came to Kat’s side, and the gesture did something to Ava. Her skin went pale, and for the first time since we met her, the woman looked really scared. Dimitri tilted his head, glancing at Dario, and he took the hint, stepping away from Ava without question.

      “What did she do?” he asked Kat, folding his arms.

      “If she’s here, invested in your family, then she’s McKinney’s plant.”

      “You can’t know that,” Dario said.

      Kat glared at him; her voice sharp. “I know she left me to die in her husband’s warehouse. And I know she’s the reason you spent five years in prison.”

      “Don’t…that’s not what happened, and you know it!” Ava took a step back, just as Kat made her move. She was too fast, too angry and growled, jumping on Ava, her fist pulled back. It only took one punch, but she landed it perfectly, right across Ava’s chin, and just as she made contact, the redhead hit the floor.

      “Holy shit, Kitten,” I said, pulling her off the unconscious woman. “Nice fucking shot.”

      She jerked out of my hands, pushing on my chest. “Call me that again, asshole, and I swear to God, you’re next!”
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      The room was dank, cold, but Kat’s face was red. Some of the anger that darkened her skin when she first moved down into the basement and spider-jumped on Ava had cooled as my brother’s woman made her excuses. It was a hard story to hear, one that didn’t have me convinced about her truth, and Kat was cooler than I’d have been, but then that had always been how things went with us. On good days, anyway.

      Dimitri’s interrogation of Ava had me a little sick, not because of how Dario’s woman was being handled. Hell no. Pops would never allow anyone, especially a woman, to be tortured under his roof, and Dimitri might be an asshole, but he wasn’t a bastard. No, it was the shit unfolding, the truth that got told about what Kat went through that made me sick. She’d been kidnapped, held for months, made to hack for criminals, kept like a prisoner. If I didn’t hate Liam Shane before, now I wanted him dead.

      Ava left her behind. Left her to fend for herself in Liam Shane’s warehouse, doing God knew what to survive. Watching Kat as she explained that shit to my brothers, seeing the way she kept her features set, her emotions in check, told me enough she was holding back her need for revenge. Kat might be pissed at Ava, but she retained her calm likely biding her time until she knew Ava’s full story.

      I wasn’t as subtle.

      The more Ava spoke, her voice breaking, her hands shaking, the less I felt for her. The years apart might have put a wedge between me and Kat, but I still had her back. I owed Dario for taking the five years he did for me, and I’d find a way to pay him back, but his woman? Ava deserved zero loyalties, no matter what my brother felt for her.

      To hear her explain it, nothing she did was on purpose. Being forced into a marriage with Liam Shane didn’t seem to leave Ava much choice. Especially when she discovered her father was in on her husband’s dirty business. It was the lowest sort of dealings that only the evilest of men did.

      Trafficking.

      “He…he called them lollipops,” she explained, looking disgusted. “They were children…I couldn’t let that happen—”

      To my right, Dimitri dropped his steady composure, and my attention went to him, blocking out whatever Ava said as my brother kicked the small table in front of him next to the door.

      “Easy,” I told him, disgusted that Ava had waited so long to make her move. Kat had seen this firsthand. I trusted her. Ava could have stopped this years before. “You should have done that shit sooner. Even before the kids…”

      “Shut up, Dante,” Kat yelled, shooting me with a look I’d never seen from her. “You have no idea what it was like for any of us. She was just as trapped as we all were.”

      “She left you…” I started, ready to remind her she’d knocked out the woman not an hour before for abandoning her, but then Kat moved toward me.

      “And what the hell were you doing that whole time, huh? Running drugs for that asshole. Then stealing Liam’s damn money?” Kat had never hit me, but I knew she could land a punch.  She didn’t know why I did what I did. If I could help it, no one ever would. The thought moved right out of my head when Kat pushed on my chest. “Did you know about the girls?” Somehow, it would have hurt less if she’d just landed a punch straight to my jaw.

      “No way,” Dimitri answered for me. “Because even this little asshole isn’t stupid enough to let innocent people get bought and sold under his fucking nose.” He grabbed my shoulder, digging his fingers into my traps, ignoring how tight my jaw clenched, the closer he got to me. “That right, little brother? You weren’t that stupid, were you?”

      “What? Hell no!” Dimitri didn’t flinch when I jerked out of his touch. I knew I’d fucked up. It was the choice I made, and I had my reasons. I came back home, ready to face the consequences, but I never thought Kat of all people would think I’d stoop to Liam’s level.

      She didn’t react when I glared at her, my temper heating my cheeks and making my pulse race. “What kind of asshole do you think I am?”

      “The kind that would sell smack out of his brother’s club and then let that same brother take the wrap for it.”

      I shut my eyes, defeated. “I didn’t…that’s not…”

      “It’s over,” Dario said, cutting off whatever Kat was about to say with the shake of his head. “Let it go.”

      But I couldn’t. Not that easily. Not what I’d done back then or how Kat thought of me now. Ava told us how it happened, how the money I stole from Liam was the reason that asshole chose Dario’s bar to set up. No one knew what I was planning. What I was still planning. After all this time, I couldn’t admit a thing. Not yet.

      Dimitri did his thing, barking orders, making plans, leaving everyone jobs that would complicate our lives, and I didn’t get left out.

      “You two,” he said to me, motioning his chin at Kat as well. “If we’re going to get Ava’s old man, we need those streetlights and the security system to be down at the distillery.”

      “I can handle that,” I admitted. My hacking skills might be rusty, but the town’s grid wasn’t complicated.

      “And I can do both in my sleep,” Kat said, not sparing a glance in my direction as she stood next to me. “I don’t need help.”

      “The system was upgraded. Two years ago.” She ignored me, but I kept my attention on her profile, right at the hoop she wore on the left side of her nose. Her mom was gonna hate that shit. “I looked it over when Ava first got into town and Dimitri got nervous about why she was here.”

      “There’s no way this Podunk town has anything sophisticated enough that I can’t handle.” Kat looked my way, but not at me directly. “And I certainly don’t need help with anything…”

      “Neither do I…”

      “Good,” she said, finally staring at me. “Then you won’t get in my way when I hack into the system.”

      “No need.” I faced her, arms crossed. She copied me, but I kept my attention on her face. “I got it. We don’t need you.”

      “Like hell…” Kat would have been more intimidating if she wasn’t five-four. Don’t get it twisted, she could take out a full-grown man, but mean-mugging anyone and thinking her stare alone would intimidate anybody was laughable.

      “Jesus, you two are giving me a headache,” Dimitri said through a sigh. He pushed on my shoulder, nodding for me to relax.

      “I told you I can do it and I can…”

      “I’m a professional, Dante’s amateur hour at best…” We started at the same time.

      Dimitri raised his hand silencing us both. “Kat, you handle the distillery’s security system. Work with Ava. She can tell you about the layout. Dante can stick with the grid, since he knows it. But for God’s sake, the pair of you, grow the hell up.” He waved to one of his boys, answering a text on the phone the man handed him before he stared evenly between us. “I’m gonna need you both on something bigger, and for that shit, you’ll need to be able to string together a few sentences without barking at each other, you feel me?”

      “Fine,” Kat said, going back to ignoring me.

      “It’s…whatever.”

      “Kathryn!” Ma called, interrupting anything else my brother had to say as she walked farther into the basement. I’d lay money that shit was intentional. Ma could smell drama a hundred yards away, and it seemed like wherever Kat and I would be, was going to be drama-heavy.

      She grabbed Kat without warning, scooping my former best friend in a hug she had no hope of breaking out of. “You’re too thin,” she said, taking Kat’s face between her hands to examine her features. “Beautiful, healthy, but too thin. Come, let me feed you upstairs.”

      In a whirl of noise and laughter, Ma had Kat away from us and up the stairs, smiling like we hadn’t just been barking at each other. Like she didn’t hate me something fierce. She spared me a final look I caught out of the corner of my eye, but pretended not to notice. Almost pulled it off. Almost convinced myself my heart wasn’t pounding right out of my chest too.
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      Life was easier at fifteen.

      No responsibilities other than landing on the honor roll. No drama other than the shit your classmates invented that you did your best to ignore.

      For me, fifteen was bliss in this nothing town, when Dante was my best friend, and our biggest worry was where we’d score a fifth of vodka for the weekend, without either of our parents or his nosey brothers finding out.

      I missed the kid I was.

      15-year-old hacker Kat didn’t care much about emotion. Not much impressed her. Not much got to her. Things were better then.

      Easier.

      But life never stayed easy for long and the best friends you had at fifteen weren’t the ones you kept at twenty-five. Especially when you’d ruined the friend part of that friendship. Especially when they’d turned out to be nothing like the people you’d thought them to be.

      “Dimitri wants to know how the device is coming.” Even the sound of Dante’s voice got under my skin. Besides, I knew better than to think Smoke Carelli had sent him, of all his little errand boys, for an update. “He wants a rundown of…”

      “The device, as you call it, is a DERIpulse cloning drive that I reversed engineered to infiltrate Liam’s system.” I’d explained it ten times already. He was acting oblivious to annoy me. Something that wasn’t hard for Dante to do.

      “And what happens to the data again?”

      He knew. But I wouldn’t give the asshole the satisfaction of seeing me irritated. I smacked his hand away from the drive when he reached for it, ignoring his yelp. “All the cloned data will be stored on an external web server boosted by a mobile signal I installed into Liam’s system when I built it.” I clipped the plastic coating over the device and didn’t bother looking at Dante. “And it’s ready.”

      He nodded, rubbing his hands together. “Then we can prep for tomorrow and load the van.”

      Dante reached for the drive, but stopped short when I stood in front of it. “Still don’t know why it’s necessary that you tag along.”

      “In case you need backup. We went over this.”

      “I won’t.”

      Leaning against the desk, Dante bumped my small tool set and folded his arms, bunching up his tight tee across his biceps. “In case you need muscle.” I hated how good he looked. He was massive now, arms large, chest larger; Dante hadn’t been scrawny before he left for Italy, but now he looked like some gym bro had swallowed my former best friend. I didn’t hate it, per se. Okay, I didn’t hate it at all. It was just…different.

      “Hello,” Dante started, snapping his fingers to get my attention off his body, “my eyes are up here.”

      “I survived Liam’s asshole men without your…muscle all on my own,” I said, ignoring his dig.

      “And now you don’t have to. That’s the point. Besides, the whole plan is to get in, load the device while Ava and her father distract Liam, then get gone. Everybody has to have a partner to watch their back.”

      Dante tightened his eyes, his mouth tensing when I pulled a face that seemed to annoy him.

      “What? You don’t like getting landed with me?” He stepped closer, dropping his affronted expression. “Why? You know it wasn’t all that long ago that I was your best friend in the world, or have you forgotten that shit?”

      “I haven’t forgotten anything. But that was then. Things are different now.”

      “Why? You’re not my friend anymore, Kat?”

      It was just like him to forget or at least pretend like he hadn’t ruined everything. He hadn’t taken responsibility for what he’d done. Not as far as I had seen. “I haven’t been your friend since the night of the raid.”

      Another step closer, and Dante stood right in front of me. “Because we slept together?”

      The temperature in the room seemed to rise by ten degrees, and I hated myself for choking on the insults I had ready for Dante. Leave it to him to remember only the good parts of that last night, not how it all fell apart.

      My temper rising the closer he stood, I deflected, pushing him back. “No, asshole, because I found out my best friend was a thief and a drug dealer, stabbing his family in the back.”

      He didn’t react to the insult, choosing, it seemed, to ignore it completely. Instead, Dante pressed his lips together and leaned on his hand, bringing himself even closer to me. “So, you didn’t hate the sleeping together part.”

      I made a frustrated noise and pushed him back. “Fuck you, Dante.”

      “It’s always on the table, Kitten…” He caught me as I passed by him, moving me against the wall. “I’m getting a little tired of you being pissed at me.”

      “Yeah? Deal with it.”

      Dante nodded once, like he debated something. It was the same look I’d seen from him a million times when we were kids, and he was about to do something epically stupid, I knew we’d both regret. Before I could stop him, he grabbed my face.

      “What the hell do you think—”

      And then Dante kissed me. Mouth wide and warm, tongue fast and fierce. I wanted to push him away. I wanted to tell him to go straight to hell. This wasn’t my plan, none of it. Sleeping with my former best friend had been the greatest mistake of my life. I hated him, and myself, for wrecking our friendship. But damn, was Dante good at this. Too good.

      It was several minutes, possibly hours or days before reason crashed back into my head and logic rattled me. This jackass kissed me just to shut me up. I grabbed hold of his shirt and pushed him off me, jerking him free in a single shove.

      “You got a lot of nerve, asshole.”

      “Oh, you liked it, Kitten.” He leaned against the wall with one hand, cocky bastard smirking like he was sporting the biggest package in town. God knew that wasn’t true.

      Knowing this town and their love affair with Smoke Carrelli, there was probably a poll proving he had the biggest.

      Then, because he was that full of himself, Dante kissed me again, pulling me close, sealing his mouth to mine, and for a second, I forgot myself, became a little dizzy by the taste of him. But logic was winning. I pushed him back and shoved him, aching to smack him just before I lost complete hold of my senses and grabbed him, pulling him back to me and kissing him hard.

      “Damn it,” I said, breaking free to gawk at him like what I’d done was his fault. “Shit.”

      “Kitten…” Dante reached for me, but I stepped back, feeling stupid, then liberated, when Ava, who had been forgiven and welcomed whole-heartedly into the family, and Smoke’s woman, Maggie, appeared in the doorway.

      “Hi…um…are we interrupting?” Maggie said.

      “Yes,” Dante answered, glaring at the women.

      “Absolutely not.” I turned away from them and grabbed the DERIpulse. “I was just, um, about to bring the…this to Smoke.” I motioned with the device, forcing a smile.

      “Good. We’ll walk with you.” Maggie stepped back from the doorway to let me through. “We thought you might want to grab a drink with us.”

      “Yeah. A large one.” I glanced in Dante’s direction, but wouldn’t look at him directly, deciding instead to focus on Maggie. “Thanks.”

      I followed behind her and Ava, forcing myself not to take another look back at Dante, so I wouldn’t do something truly stupid like kiss him again.
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      The sun never really went down on Cuoricino. Not when there were kids sneaking out past curfew, or when the Carellis were preparing for another battle. Tonight, it was the latter, and though the streets were thin on the sneaking kids front, three women, who barely knew each other, were looking past the beefy guards and ignoring Smoke’s “no-dumb shit” rule in search of a drink or two that would shake off the hellish week.

      “Dimitri won’t say anything if we dig into his whiskey at home,” Maggie promised. But there was something in the kid I’d been that just wouldn’t let me take anything of Smoke’s, no matter what his woman offered. It was reasoned we couldn’t relax at the restaurant, not with Mrs. C. wanting to make sure we were being fed around the clock. Besides, I wouldn’t risk Dante snooping around with his face or his mouth or his stupid, tempting self, taunting me to either smack him or smooch him again.

      “I think I’ll pass.” I nodded toward Millet’s Discount Liquor, laughing at the looks Ava and Maggie passed between each other. I didn’t wait for their commentary and was in and back outside with two bottles of Jack before either of them could protest. The pinched disappointment on their expressions hadn’t changed, a fact that had me laughing to chase away my displeasure.  “Come on, you girls too fancy for a good ole sidewalk bench hang out with a bottle of Jack?”

      “Who you talkin’ to?” Ava asked, as though I’d insulted her Irish ancestors. “I can literally hear my old man cursing from the basement. There are no fancy pants on this chick.”

      “Me either, chica. I drove into town in a car with a hole in the floorboard and my mijo wrapped up in two coats and three blankets. Bring on the discount liquor.” She grinned, nodding toward the bottle I offered her, then looked over her shoulder. “Just don’t let Dimitri hear we were hanging out like a bunch of kids on a bench. I’ll never hear the end of it, si?”

      Oh, if she only knew. “Lady, I could tell you stories about Smoke and the lowbrow shit he did when we were kids.” We huddled together on the bench, cracking the top of the first bottle.

      “And I could give you the numbers of the girls he did that shit with.” The woman standing in front of us was taller than the last time I’d seen her, but then that may have been the red bottom heels she wore that gave her an extra three inches. “I never forget a name or a number.” Antonia Carelli’s smile was wide, and her eyes lit up when she stared down at me, just as they always had. It had been at least six years since I last saw her, and somehow, the bitch looked younger than me.

      “Of course, you don’t,” I snapped back, sizing her up. “You’d never give up a single shred of evidence to use against any of those assholes you call brothers.”

      The frown was forced and not nearly as severe as she was shooting for. When I rolled my eyes, not withholding a snort of laughter, Toni let out a bored sigh. “Bitch.”

      “Skank.” I stood, folding my arms.

      Next to me, Ava and Maggie glanced at each other, and I caught their worried, anxious looks from the corner of my eye.

      “Get your skinny ass over here,” Toni finally said, and I left the bench, tackling the woman in a bear hug. “Shit, let me look at you.” She gave me a once-over, not as thorough as her mother’s, but just as careful. “When Dante told me you were missing…”

      “Squash it. It’s done. I’m here now.” I glanced at Maggie and Ava, laughing as they stared at us, still passing the bottle between them. “I don’t know what Smoke or Dario told you about me—”

      “That you and Dante were…” Ava started.

      “Close,” Maggie finished.

      Toni laughed, repressing a snort. “Jesus, they were joined at the hip until…”

      “Until shit went down that is none of anyone’s business.” I lifted my hand when Toni opened her mouth, like she forgot I wasn’t fifteen and she could still pick on me. “Unless you want to tell those two all the juicy details about you and Luca, I’d button my mouth if I were you. I’m guessing you don’t, so how about we go to the park, get shitty and fill these two in on this God forsaken town and convince them to get out while they can.”

      “Deal,” Toni said, looping her arm with mine. “But you know, I think my brothers have already staked their claim.”

      “They’re not knocked up yet. There’s still time.”
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      There were secrets I wouldn’t tell anyone. No matter how much whiskey I shot down my throat, certain things stayed locked tight. Maggie and Ava were new to town and newer to my life. They didn’t need to know Dante and I helped Toni leave town and run off with Luca, when she was barely twenty. And no one needed to know the dirty deeds I did for Smoke for the betterment of this town. But there were things they should know, if they were going to commit to this family and to Dario and Smoke especially.

      “Smoke can’t whistle,” I admitted, straight-faced as I stared right at Maggie.

      When she blinked, glancing back to Toni, Smoke’s sister nodded, confirming. “It’s true. Likely his greatest shame.”

      “You mean, with his fingers, si? Loud against his fingers like men do?” Maggie asked, looking a little bewildered.

      “No. At all. Not even a little.” I took a sip from the bottle then hurried to hand it back to Maggie when she frowned.

      “Well, that’s not entirely true.” Toni shrugged, tapping her fingers against the back of the park bench where she sat. “He does this weird suck-in noise that sort of sounds like a whistle but isn’t really a whistle. It’s…passable.”

      “That’s not a real whistle—”

      “Ah, chica, I don’t care.” Maggie stood, wobbling when she handed over the bottle to Ava. “Dimitri maybe can’t whistle, si? But he can use his mouth for other things.”

      “Okay, okay, nope.” Toni threw up her hands, squeezing her eyes tight. “I can’t know this.”

      “Same,” I said, making a show with the retching sounds I made. “Ugh. I can go my whole life not hearing about any Carellis and sex, thank you,” I said, opening the second bottle of Jack when Ava finished the first, hoping the large swig I took would wash clear the image Maggie put in my head.

      “All Carellis?” Toni nudged me and shot me a wink. “If memory serves you didn’t mind so much sex and one Carelli—”

      “You know, Smoke isn’t the only Carelli who has secrets.”

      Toni had been wild. The car wrecks, the boys sneaking in and out of her bedroom. There were still secrets I kept to this day that not even Dante knew. No matter how old she was, her folks would still kill her in some sort of twisted delayed guilt trip if they knew half the shit I did about Antonia Carelli and the misadventures from her younger life. We both knew it.

      One look from me was threat enough to make Toni back off, not that she was happy about it. “Fine, killjoy.”

      “You don’t have to tell us your business,” Ava said, slurring a bit. She gave me a small, sad smile that told me she pitied more than liked me. “But you and Dante were friends once. You don’t think you can be again?”

      It was a loaded question I didn’t know how to answer. Dante was the best friend I’d ever had. Likely, the only friend I’d had. Now, my life was a series of jobs. Even before Liam Shane took me, before me and Dante destroyed everything between us that one stupid night, I’d kept myself away from anyone who didn’t offer me a paycheck. I was good at what I did. My skills kept me busy. There was little time for anything else.

      Then again, I tended to make sure there was little “anything else” in my life at all.

      “They were more than just friends. They were best friends. First friends, and I’m guessing…first kisses.” Toni was running her mouth again, but the reminder put me in a different headspace.

      Eighth grade.

      A dare that lingered.

      Dante offering me his soft, round mouth.

      I took it. Never wanted it to end, but it became too awkward, I was too scared what it meant if I kissed him the way I wanted.

      So, I grazed my lips against his then punched him in the shoulder.

      “Oh, you’re lucky. My first kiss was Ronnie Ginsburg. Not enough tongue, way too much teeth. He left a mark.” Ava sounded miserable at the memory, twisting her expression as she seemed to absently rub her top lip.

      We were drunk for the second kiss. Saying goodbye.

      I hadn’t been scared then. Even that drunk, I craved him, wanted Dante to know that what I felt went deeper. It was a burning inside me that had started out of nowhere and didn’t seem close to dying. That night, just before I left for MIT, I kissed my best friend because I loved him. Wanted him. Never wanted the moment to end.

      “Mine was Ralphie Alphonso,” Toni said, her voice purring. “That was magical.”

      The last kiss. The night of the raid. The night I’d waited years for.

      When everything changed for us.

      “Stay with me, Kitten. Be with me here.”

      He only had to ask once.

      I gave in to him so easily.

      “Hey, you still with us?” Toni was stone-sober and staring right at me, her expression worried, head tilted. The bottle in front of me was half gone and Ava and Maggie leaned against each other on the park bench.

      “Yeah,” I said, taking the bottle she offered. “Sorry. I got a little lost.”

      Ava laughed at something Maggie whispered, and it became a swirl of drunk girl giggles as they held each other up, leaning back against the bench, their words a jumble of slurring words.

      “These two can’t hold their liquor.” I nodded to them, polishing off the Jack. “Drunk people are dead weight.”

      “I already made a call.” She waved her phone toward me and I caught the group text with Dario and Smoke’s names with the message: “Come get your drunk women at the park.”

      “Smart, because I know I can deadlift a lot but trying to maneuver drunk people is like herding cats.”

      “Their rescuers will be here soon, but there might be one you need to make.” Toni nodded toward the high school across the park. The roofline was open, silhouetted against the clear night sky and I made out the figure with his feet hanging off the roof’s edge.

      “I’m still pissed at him.” Dante was the last person who needed a rescue, and I for damn sure wasn’t the person for the job.

      Toni, it seemed, thought differently. She nudged me with her elbow, standing in front of me to block my view of the high school. “He’s my brother. He’s Dario’s, you know, the person Dante screwed over the most? And somehow, we both managed to forgive him. Why can’t you?”

      My fingers itched for the Jack, if for nothing else than to not have to look at the smug expression on Toni’s face. Instead, I looked away from her, glancing at the two approaching forms in the distance. “He’s not who I thought he was. No one has disappointed me more than him.”

      “Then maybe you should remind him who he was to you.” She stood in front of me again, refusing to let me look away from her. “Maybe that will help you both. Holding on to this it’s no good for anyone. Least of all you.”

      I hated her logic. Hated more being told the truth when I hadn’t come to it on my own. But Toni had always had a way of convincing anyone of even the most ridiculous things. Especially the truth when they didn’t want to hear it.

      Across the park, Dante sat on the rooftop, pulling on his own bottle, bourbon I’d bet, and watching the sky above him. The night was so black, the stars so clear, they looked close enough to reach out and grab. In the middle of the drunken Carelli women around us, my once best friend sat up there alone, and I couldn’t help but wonder if forgiving him was too easy or too hard.

      “Toni, what the fuck did you do to my woman?” Dario called, stepping up to Ava with a sad, almost pitying smile on his face. When the woman fell against his chest, the pity left him. “Shit’s sake.”

      “Don’t look at me.” Toni threw me under the bus with a swift jerk of her chin in my direction.

      “Sorry,” I said, not meaning it. “I was just welcoming them to town.”

      “And spilling secrets, Papi.” Maggie patted Smoke’s face, her reach sloppy, her touch barely coming to his chin. “My poor love. It’s okay. You don’t need to whistle.” Smoke picked her up under the arms, sighing when she dropped her head on his shoulder.

      The man shot a look my way, shaking his head once. “I owe you.” It was a threat, not a promise.

      Then Smoke threw Maggie over one shoulder, with his brother and Ava trailing behind them and Toni waving me good night. She walked backward, nodding toward the high school again, giving me a look that I knew meant she’d only nag if I didn’t make even a small attempt at mending fences with Dante. The breeze held a chill as I watched him, my steps coming closer to the building, a scatter of thoughts ran loose and rapid in my head. Part of me wanted to go on hating him. The other part wanted to kiss him, and still another part missed the kids we’d been and the friendship we had.

      I didn’t know how the night would play out, but as I moved closer to the high school, I realized one thing—it was time we both remembered who Dante used to be.
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      “Play nice with Kat.”

      My brother thought it was easy. Everything with Dimitri seemed so black and white. That asshole knew nothing about gray areas. There was right and wrong. Left and right, and no excuses for the in between.

      Play nice.

      I’d been playing nice with her in the basement and got shoved for it.

      Fine, if I’m honest, it was shitty kissing somebody that didn’t ask for it. But Kat had never been one to ask for a thing. What she wanted, she took. What she wanted, she got.

      But she stood there, looking beautiful like always. Her mouth twisted up tight, her eyes glinting with irritation and fire, and so much damn passion, it reminded me of who she used to be, when there was more to her than sharp edges and hard lines.

      When she was still my friend.

      God knew I wanted to play nice with her, but if I couldn’t have what I wanted, I’d try like hell to get back what I’d lost. And it wouldn’t be at my brother’s demand.

      The bottle between my knees was half empty, but I barely felt a buzz. My size and weight made it a little tougher to catch one, something I still had problems remembering when I slipped into Millet’s to grab my favorite bourbon. Dario said I had “Captain America syndrome.” That jackass joked that it was impossible to get me drunk and had made it his personal mission to test that theory when we got comfortable with each other once I’d gotten back to town.

      Theory was still unproven.

      The problem was, guilt ate me up like a cancer. It ripped my insides and chewed at my heart. What I’d done to my family; what I’d put Dario through.

      And why.

      No one knew. If I could help it, no one ever would, but that didn’t mean sometimes I didn’t want to lay my burdens bare, bleed them out like some festering wound.

      But who would listen?

      Dimitri wouldn’t understand. Dario would only hate me.

      Toni…Luca…no.

      And Kat? If she hated me now for the sins she thought I carried, what would she think if she knew the truth?

      Behind me, the fire escape squeaked and the rattle of the metal against the brick building scratched into the night, ringing in my ears. Just the thought of her seemed to call her to me. No one but Kat knew this was where I came to be by myself. Or had done, when we were kids.

      This hellhole had been our prison. Drinking on top of it had seemed like some beautiful damn rebellion when you were seventeen and thought no one in the world was cooler than you were.

      She stopped twenty feet from me when I glanced over my shoulder, eyebrows up in a silent acknowledgement.

      “Truce?” she said, not smiling. I only watched her. “Okay, fine…I have a peace offering.” Kat dug in her pocket, walking toward me, then plopped down at my side as she offered me a yellow and blue bag of candy. “They’re still your favorites, right, or are they not allowed in your macros, Mr. Schwarzenegger?”

      I took the bag, waving it in thanks before I tore the corner open. “I make room for these little red fish.”

      The good humor lasted several minutes. There was a quick flicker of memory that seemed to move between us as we shared that bag of red-candied fish. We’d done that hundreds of times as kids, right on this rooftop, skipping classes or avoiding pep rallies because we’d never been the school spirit types. But those memories were fleeting, and reality was a bastard that liked to remind you the good ole days stopped being good for a reason.

      The quiet went on for too long and our snacking slowed as Kat and I sat next to each other, our gazes out on the night sky and around the football field below us.

      “We’ve got a problem,” she finally said when the silence went on too long.

      “Story of my life.”

      Kat shifted, tucking one foot under herself. “We got a me and you problem.”

      I nodded, leaning forward with my elbows on my knees. “Dimitri wants me to play nice, at least that’s what he demands.”

      She made a noise that was mostly irritation. “Your brother is great at bossing people around, but he’s not wrong.”

      I sat up, holding that yellow bag in my hand, my eyes wide as I watched her. “Shit, Kitten, I never thought I’d see the day when you agreed with something Dimitri said.”

      Kat clicked her tongue, waving me off. I was surprised she stopped complaining about me using the nickname I’d given her when we were kids, but I wouldn’t ruin the moment. “Don’t act like I hate Smoke. I never did.” When I slipped my eyebrows up, but kept silent, she frowned, giving her head a shake. “Don’t give me that look.” She grabbed a handful of fish without asking. “I just didn’t like how he treated Toni like she was his kid and not his kid sister. The demands he made…especially when it came to Luca…” She stared down at the field, moving her head in the slightest shake. “It always made me wonder.”

      “About?”

      Kat shrugged, keeping silent, but I caught her deep frown and the way her features hardened as whatever she thought about swirled around in her head. “Why he never had the same complaints about me and you hanging out.”

      I had no idea what she meant, not initially. There was virtually nothing about Kat and Luca that was similar or provided a reason for Dimitri to single either of them out. Not from where I stood. It took me a minute, but I pulled myself out of my own head and looked at the situation from Kat’s point of view. A woman in her bones, looking at my brother, at the things he’s said and done from the outside looking in. To Luca.

      Oh, shit.

      “Dimitri didn’t keep them apart because he’s Black, that was never his issue.” Kat shook her head, looking ready to argue, but she let me finish. “My brother is an asshole and he forgets he’s our brother and not our boss most of the time, but Jesus, Kat, he’s no racist.”

      “Then what was it?”

      “With Luca?” She nodded, inching forward as I fingered the neck of the bottle of bourbon. “Loyalty, or in Luca’s case, lack of loyalty. He was Dimitri’s guy. Worked for him. My family trusted him, and in Dimitri’s eyes, Luca took advantage of that trust.”

      How many times had Luca explained himself to me? He needed an ally. He wanted me to understand. I was just a kid back then, but somehow, it seemed important to him that at least one of Toni’s brothers knew how much he loved her. How he couldn’t help loving her. Luca knew about family loyalty. Luca’s allegiance to his family had cost him so much, had cost them all.

      “Dimitri doesn’t forgive easy.” Kat’s expression softened. The suspicion and irritation from seconds before was gone. God, she was beautiful. Soft features, wide mouth, perfect skin.

      “What?”

      “I…ah, I thought you knew all this. It at least didn’t seem to bother you. Dimitri set you up on so many jobs. He told me about it when I’d call home. You were his go-to hacker. Kept talking you up.”

      Kat’s shrug was flippant, easy, like the explanation she gave me required zero thought. “He paid well and I’m nothing if not…”

      “A capitalist.”

      Her fingers grazed my leg when she reached for my bottle, and I touched her wrist, wanting her attention on me. “So, you forgave Dimitri for whatever you think he did, but you can’t forgive me?”

      She didn’t jerk out of my touch, but her stare was hard when she eased away from me. “For the most part, Dimitri has always been exactly who I thought he was.”

      “And I’m not.”

      Kat paused, sipping on the bourbon like it would give her a reasonable answer. “You worked for Liam Shane.” She set the bottle down, holding it between her long, elegant fingers. “You stole his money and let your brother go to jail for you.”

      “I didn’t want him to do it. I fought him so hard. I can’t tell you how—” He browbeat me. Hours after we were bailed out of jail, Dario roughed me up, told me I was weak, just a kid, just a boy. That I’d never make it on the inside.

      “They’ll kill you. You won’t last a week.”

      “And you will?”

      “You’re fucking right I will.”

      He was my big brother. In the end, he begged me. No matter what I’d done, Dario still wanted to protect me.

      Kat would never understand any of it, and now, after all these years? It just didn’t matter. It was done. It was over and this was my penance.

      I stared at her, jaw clenching as I spoke, so the words wouldn’t stick in my throat. “What I did to Dario…there’s nothing that shames me more.”

      She stared at me, hovering the bottle at her mouth, and I couldn’t take the look she gave me.

      “Dante…” Kat moved closer. “I miss my friend. Sometimes, I miss the kids we were.”

      “Yeah?” They’d painted the field. The goalposts were bright and the school mascot on the grass was crisp, the edges sharp. I stared at it all, not brave enough to watch Kat’s expression when she came even closer. “They were dumb kids who were never supposed to end up here.”

      “No. They weren’t.” She smelled like peonies, rich and sweet, and my mouth watered from the scent of her.

      Finally, I stared at her, wanting one touch, knowing it wasn’t mine to take. That wouldn’t be playing nice. But the stare she gave me said so much, went on for too long. I straightened, leaning close enough to brush my shoulder against hers. Her breath was warm, it brushed back the hair from my forehead. Then, her gaze shifted, moved to my mouth, lingered on my neck, and something in her eyes changed, hardened, and Kat stared down at the football field, popping another red fish in her mouth.

      “So, um, we all set for tomorrow?” she asked, voice coming out a little raspy.

      “Ah, yeah,” I said, shaking my head clear of that sweet scent. “We’re good to go. Van is packed, the men are ready, everything is in place.”

      Kat looked back toward the park, where she’d spent the past hour with my sister, Ava and Maggie. It hadn’t been hard to make them out, not when everyone else in town had been put on lockdown by my brother.

      “I just hope the hangover Ava will have won’t knock her off her game tomorrow.”

      “She’s a Connelly.” I leaned back, resting my weight on my palm. “A little hangover is nothing.”

      Kat nodded, wiping her hands together when the awkwardness between us got thick and the silence grew heavy. “I should go. We’ve got an early start in the morning.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.” I watched her fidget, something Kat never did. It was a little unsettling.

      She stood, dusting off her jeans as she made for the fire escape. I wanted to follow her, walk her back, but Kat would hate an escort. She wasn’t the “see you home” type of woman, no matter how much I’d wanted her to be.

      “This was…good,” she said, motioning between us.

      “Yeah. It was.” A start, at least. That wasn’t nothing.

      Kat was down the fire escape before I could stop her; before I’d worked up the nerve to ask her why she’d kissed me; before I could understand why I couldn’t kill the feelings she worked up in me whenever she was around, or how long it would be before I could kiss her again.
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      The pest control uniforms we wore didn’t keep the chill from our skin. They’d conceal what we were up to, if we were lucky, but they weren’t warm. It was always frigid in server rooms, an procedure most companies required to keep their systems from overheating. But Liam Shane went overboard on everything and as Dante and I hunched down near the back of the room, among rows of servers, I cursed that asshole.

      “Here,” I told Dante, keeping my voice low. We couldn’t be too careful. Who knew what kind of security Shane had implemented after I’d built this room for him. “We’ll install it behind the smaller networking devices. No one ever comes to this part of the server room, except the IT guys, and they’re lazy. I trained them, I set up their systems and protocols. By the time they find my DERIpulse, we’ll have all the info we need on Shane’s business.”

      “You sure?” He looked nervous, kept glancing over his shoulder and patting the holster at his ankle, like he worried the gun tucked there would vanish. “He could have upgraded.”

      “Relax. You saw me scan the room.” I tapped my pocket where I’d stashed the RF Detector. The scan I’d done for bugs and recording devices had been quick, but thorough. Dante was just on edge, but then he always was when we started a job.

      If we weren’t in such a hurry, I’d remind him how nervous he got the night we snuck into school and I hacked into Mr. Wilcox’s laptop, bypassing the school’s firewall and his ridiculous password to change Dante’s math grade. He’d been antsy then too, but at least there’d been no gun or horde of armed assholes that could bust in on us.

      “This feels…too easy.” Another glance over his shoulder and Dante rubbed his neck, only relaxing when I touched his arm.

      “I told you, Shane is overconfident. He thinks no one is stupid enough to hack his servers.”

      “Except the woman who built them.” I tapped my finger to my nose, confirming, and Dante rewarded me with a grin that at least made it seem like he was relaxing.

      The tension between us was mild today, and aside from the nervous buzz pulsing in the van, as we’d made our way into the city, and the worry about how this would all go down, nothing had disrupted that peace. We had a job to do. We knew our roles, but I had to admit, it still wasn’t the same. We weren’t the friends we’d been. Maybe we never would be again.

      A flash of those kisses between us in the basement distracted me, had me zoning out, moving back to the past, to the night of the raid and Dante over me, inside me, taking me over and over again—

      Damn. Friends? No, not ever again.

      “You alright?”

      “Huh?”

      He moved his chin at me, his eyebrows bunched together. “You’ve got this weird look on your face.”

      “I’m good.” The short bob wig I wore did nothing to disguise my heating face or what probably looked like mortification etched in my features. Shit, if I could just kick myself… “I don’t like how long this is taking. They’ve increased the network. Added more servers.”

      “Is that a problem?” Dante inched closer, lifting the flashlight in his hand toward the back of the server and his leg brushed against mine, doing nothing to kill the heat burning my face.

      Jesus, what was I, twelve?

      “It…ah, just makes the install a little more difficult. Hand me that small cross-head and I’ll pop off this back cover.” He dug in the small tool kit and handed over the screwdriver, our fingers touching, further unnerving me, and I dropped the cross-head, making it hit the kit and all the loose tools fell to the floor in a crash.

      “Shit.”

      I hurried to tuck the tools into the case as Dante looked behind him, hustling me as the door at the front of the room opened. He nodded toward the largest server and we slipped behind it, taking all my tools and the bag with me as we listened to the soft, slow approaching footfalls.

      “This…reminds me of us hiding from Shitstain,” I said, my voice barely audible. I frowned when Dante ignored me and pulled out his gun. It was part of the gig, I knew that, but I didn’t have to like him playing that part.

      He shook his head, looking worried, nodding toward the approaching footsteps, slow, pacing and we moved to the side of the taller server, just out of sight of whoever approached. Then, my heart skipped double time when I spotted the DERIpulse on the table where we’d just been, and I reached for it, only to be held back by Dante. He shook his head, giving me a warning glare, but the risk was worth it. If the DERI was discovered, the plan was shot. The distraction that Ava and her father were making upstairs with Liam wouldn’t matter whatsoever if we were discovered installing my DERI to hack into his servers. I couldn’t let anyone discover what we were doing.

      Dante didn’t flinch when I dug into his front pocket, grabbing a quarter to drop it in his hand. He cocked a brow, eyes squinted, until I nodded toward whoever walked near us. When the guard came into view, I recognized him. Kinsley, Shane’s potbellied cousin, who took great pleasure in Liam’s business, but never lifted a finger to help said business. He was lazy and stupid, but loyal to his family.

      Dante waited until Kinsley was fully in view and stepping toward the server, before he flung the quarter across the room, dinging the top of the exit sign near the door and pulling Kinsley’s attention to the front of the room long enough for me to swipe the DERI out of sight.

      It took five minutes for the guard to investigate the noise, and we watched him, sweeping his flashlight beam through the rows of servers, walking down the center aisle as we avoided his attention, until his cell chirped with a text and he left the room.

      “Shit,” Dante said, sighing. “Let’s get this done.”

      “On it.”

      We worked fast and it did remind me of those jobs back in high school with Dante handing off the equipment and tools I needed, knowing what I required before even asking.

      Fifteen minutes later, the DERI was installed, hidden beneath the plastic backing of the drive, and I checked the uplink for connectivity, giving Dante a thumbs up when the files began to download.

      “We don’t need to stick around for the download.” I pulled out my cell, watching the activity engage from the mobile link. “It’ll go to the external server.”

      “Then let’s get the hell out of here.”

      Two minutes later, we adjusted our uniforms, and I pulled down the wig as Dante led me out of the server room and down the hall that opened into the lobby.  The crowd was thick in the lobby with several of Liam’s men congregated near the elevators and a few secretaries trying to catch their eyes. The sofas surrounding the lobby were full, likely clients and customers of the other businesses housed on the upper levels of the building, since Liam didn’t have enough clout to take over the entire high rise. Too many bystanders for my liking, for Smoke’s as well, something he mentioned when we pulled up this morning.

      “Get in, get out and get it done. If we’re lucky, no one gets hurt.”

      It was wishful thinking, especially for a Carelli. Luck seemed to have an aversion to this family.

      Dante glanced to the right, not acknowledging his brother who sat, in a disguise that had taken two hours to construct, on the main lobby sofa, reading a paper as we moved past the elevators, and I caught Dario’s small thumb tap against the back of the paper, letting us know the meeting with Ava and Liam had already begun. Maybe the Carelli luck had changed after all.

      My stomach dropped as we approached the center sofa, near the security desk, and Kinsley came into my peripheral vision. He watched us as we moved, even as we kept to the edge of the room and away from the crowd.

      “The van is at the curb. Keep your head down, don’t stop for anything,” Dante said, leading me through the crowd.

      “Hey!” Kinsley called, but I ignored him, hoping it wasn’t me he was trying to stop. “Hey! Kay…Kathryn…shit, what’s your name? Hey, stop!”

      “Keep going,” Dante said, his voice telling me he’d picked up on Kinsley’s demand but wouldn’t let me listen to it.

      And because I’m lucky, or because the gods liked to upturn my world at the most inopportune moments of chaos, Ava chose that moment to run into the lobby with Johnny Carelli, Dante’s mob boss cousin from the city who had surprised Liam Shane by joining their meeting, and his men, hot on her trail. Dario stood and grabbed Ava as Johnny handed her over and Liam poured out the door. Dante grabbed me and then, the bullets started flying.

      “Run, right fucking now!” Dante yelled, bringing me to his side as two loud shots rang out. The secretaries in the lobby ducked out of the way as Liam’s men and Johnny’s exchanged fire. Smoke and his man, Dino, ushered us through the entrance doors. Dante seemed to forget his cousin and brother, forgot everything but getting us out of the building and into the van that waited for us, its side doors open, and Lanzo, Smoke’s driver, and several of his men, waving us forward.

      The street around us had turned into a circus, but I only saw the barrel of a gun and guards moving after us, then Kinsley’s face go blank as a bullet popped him in the neck and the gun in his hand fell to the ground and he followed it.

      Dante and I tumbled into the van, his large weight on top of me. He covered my head and I gripped his shirt, saying small silent prayers that we’d survive this. I inhaled, shaking against him, hoping this day was worth the damage we’d caused. This was war, I told myself. This is the price of battle.

      “We’re okay,” Dante said, his voice against my ear. “We’re going to be okay, Kitten.”

      And for a moment, I believed him. For a moment, with Dante pressed against me and me holding onto him for dear life. I almost believed him.
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      Maggie had never yelled at Smoke. Not in public. Not when there was a crowd. By the way my brother and his fiancée carried on, always going at each other, or looking like they were seconds away from it, I doubted it had ever occurred to her to raise her voice at him.

      So, hearing a woman rattling the windows of Dimitri’s building gave me pause. The shouts were loud, biting, and came from my brother’s office. But ten feet from the door, where he’d been hold up since the shootout at Liam’s office weeks ago, I knew the screaming woman wasn’t Maggie.

      “You can’t keep me here. You can’t keep any of us here.”

      “Like. Hell.” Dimitri’s tone was calm, too calm. There was anger simmering below the surface.

      “There are things I need to take care of. Things I need.”

      “Whatever it is, we can get it for you.”

      “No, Smoke. That’s not gonna work for me.” Kat’s voice got louder, the more her frustration leveled up. She had a temper. She wasn’t above swinging if it got too bad, but even Kat wasn’t stupid enough to go at my big brother.

      “It’s not safe. Not for anyone. God’s sake, even Johnny brought his family here. We’re on lockdown for a reason.”

      “I don’t care about Johnny Carelli. I don’t care about any of you.” Kat’s voice was piercing now, her tone insulting, and as I made it to the doorway, I realized she was about to find out exactly why my brother didn’t suffer bullshit. “The only thing I care about is getting what I need when I need it and you aren’t going to fucking stop me!” Kat slammed her fist against Dimitri’s desk, knocking his coffee over, spilling the hot liquid across the papers and folders that lay around the surface.

      “You need to back the fuck up.” Dimitri’s voice was low, lethal, and there was enough of a threat in his tone that Kat at least took one step away from him. Behind my brother, his man Dino moved forward, his frown hard. He’d always had a thing for Kat, but there was no question where his loyalties lay. He’d never let anyone disrespect his boss.

      “Yeah?” she started, that temper sharp and about to get her in a scrape she didn’t want.

      “Kat,” I said, moving into the room, waving off my brother when he opened his mouth to argue with her. “Let’s take a walk, yeah? It’s a little stuffy in here.”

      She didn’t answer me. Instead, Kat leveled one final glare at my brother and turned on her heel, disappearing through the door without a backward glance.

      “What happened to playing nice?” I asked my brother, shrugging when his shot me a quick ‘get the fuck out of here, asshole’ look. Couldn’t help it. The tension in the room was thick enough to choke me.

      Kat had left the building and made it almost a half block away from Dimitri’s building by the time I caught up to her. Her face was red, cheeks flushed, and I doubted it had fuck all to do with how fast she was walking down the sidewalk.

      “You wanna tell me what the hell that was all about?”

      “Not particularly.” Her expression was tight, furious, and I knew asking questions would likely get me nowhere, but I had to try.

      Kat kept her quick pace, her intention clear as she darted toward the park. She walked right up to an empty metal trashcan and kicked it, disturbing the small congregation of squirrels busy at the base of the nearest Oak. They scattered when the can flew across the pavement.

      “Woah, take a breath, Kitten.”

      “Shit!” She yelped, limping to the nearest bench. “My fucking toe!”

      “What did you expect?” I knelt in front of her, brushing away her hand when she tried taking off her own shoe. “Stop. Let me see.”

      “I can do it…ow!” The big toe was already swelling when I got her Vans off and the toenail was chipped down the middle. “Your brother is a bossy prick.”

      “Yeah. Like that’s new information.” She winced when I gingerly bent her toe, watching her expression to gauge her pain. When she settled, only frowning and no longer grimacing, I looked up at her, keeping my voice calm. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      Kat never liked anyone to know what bothered her. Even me. Even when we were still friends. There were secrets she wanted to keep. Secrets she probably would never volunteer, not to me anyway, but this had nothing to do with business, that much I could tell. There was fear and worry in her eyes. I’d know that look anywhere. “Talk to me.”

      “My sobo…she’s…she’s sick.” She glanced at my face, then back toward the empty park, as though it took too much effort to speak the words and keep her attention on my face. “There’s a doctor in the city, but he’s only going to be there for three weeks. I had to call in a lot of favors to get her in. She can’t miss that appointment.” Her eyes went glassy, and it was the first time since she’d been back that Kat let me see emotion from her that wasn’t humor or anger or worse, indifference. She was scared.

      “I’ll take care of it.”

      She jerked a look at me, following my motions as I sat next to her on the bench, turning to face me. “Smoke won’t let anyone in or out.”

      “Kat, you gotta trust me.” She pulled a distrustful look and doubtful face, telling me all I needed to know about how far she believed she could rely on me. “I wouldn’t make a promise like this if I didn’t think I could keep it.”

      “Let me try talking to him again. If I’m calmer—”

      I interrupted her idea with a shake of my head, hating how tight her features got. “He’s pissed at you. You won’t get near him anytime soon.”

      “But I have to try.” Kat curled her arms together like she was cold, like nothing would ever warm her again. If things were normal, even remotely similar to how they once were, I’d sling an arm around her shoulder, make her lean against me and tell her everything would be okay. And she’d believe me. There’d never be any doubt. But things were different now. We were.

      Shaking, she lowered her head, her voice quiet. “She’s…Dante…she taught me otedama and made new bean bags for my birthday every year since I was four. She’s my only grandmother and the kindest person I know.” Maybe she sensed how vulnerable she sounded. Whatever she thought, Kat’s demeanor changed, and she sat up, donning that pissed-off, determined façade she liked to show the world. “Your brother isn’t going to stop me from helping her get well.”

      I nodded, leaning forward on my knees. “No, he won’t, but you have to let me handle it.”

      Kat hesitated, eyes narrowed, gauging my words and dissecting my intention. “I can’t…I don’t know if I can count on you and this is too damn important.”

      My stomach burned, chest heavy as though Kat had just shot me and I sat back, stretching an arm across the back of the bench, not willing to look at her, though I could feel her watching me closely.

      “I’m not trying to be cruel…”

      “Are you ever going to forgive me?” I said, not meaning to turn this around. Not wanting to distract from the real problem. But hell, it had been five years. She wasn’t giving me even the smallest chance.

      “Are you ever going to ask me to?”

      The question surprised me, mainly because I hadn’t expected it. It set me on the defensive, something I was ready to play, but as her question resonated, I realized she was right. I’d begged forgiveness from Dario, from my folks, from everyone in my family for the shitstorm I’d caused. I’d done my penance at my uncle’s vineyard in sweat labor, learning how to be a man, learning to school my expressions and guard my thoughts. But I’d never asked Kat for her forgiveness. I’d never given her even the smallest logical explanation for working with Liam.

      Staring at her now, I realized that may have been what she’d been waiting for all this time. And at the very least, it might open the door to getting her to trust me again.

      “Kat, I’ve never been sorrier than I am about disappointing you.” Her expression changed then. The smug smirk that pulled her mouth on one side dropped completely, moved into a line, and then Kat opened her mouth, like the words she wanted to say were there but wouldn’t come out. I saved her from her shock. “You were my best friend and I fucked it up. I…can’t tell you why I did what I did. I can only say I’ve never regretted anything more.”

      She lowered her gaze, fidgeting with the small jade ring on her left hand. “You regret working with Liam.”

      Honestly, I regretted the look on her face the night she caught me at Dario’s bar cutting the product.

      “So, it’s true? You’re dealing Liam Shane’s junk?”

      But that was only half of what I’d done.

      “I regret Liam.” I moved closer to her as she went on messing with her ring instead of watching me. “I regret ever meeting that asshole.”

      “You regret…stealing from him.”

      “I regret everything about that—” I shut my mouth when she jerked a look at me, realizing too late that she might think I thought everything that happened that night was something I wouldn’t repeat. Truth was, how it went down, what I did to Liam, was part of a larger plan. Did I regret it? Hell yeah, but I’d do it again. For Luca. Because he needed me.

      “Get out of here, Kat. This has nothing to do with you.”

      I didn’t know how she found out. But out of nowhere, Kat was there, in Dario’s bar, calling me out for dealing Liam’s smack. For lying. For being a general lowlife. There were no excuses I could make. There was nothing I could do to take that disgusted look off her face.

      “You’re my best friend, idiot. Everything you do has something to do with me.”

      I just wanted her gone. I would have said anything to get her to leave.

      “I’ve outgrown you. I don’t need you anymore. I…I fucking hate you.”

      There’d been hurt in her eyes, and her features were pinched, angry. The rage was apparent. But just as quickly, Kat read me, knowing what a liar I was.

      “You’re full of shit. You’re mine just the same as I’m yours. We won’t ever be done with each other.”

      “You can’t be here. I don’t want you here!”

      Even that had been a lie, but it led somewhere I thought she’d never let me go. To her. To us together.

      “Then tell me you don’t want me. Tell me now, Dante, and I’ll walk away.”

      “I…I don’t want you. I don’t fucking need you.”

      The lie hung like rain in the air, waiting, holding the space between us until Kat took a step back, started to walk away from me but then paused. She turned, her expression hard, and the fury came back into her eyes.

      “Liar.”

      Then, she kissed me.

      Liam Shane had been a cancer, wiggling his way into our lives, eating at our happiness, our existence. I never hated anyone more. I never regretted getting mixed up with anyone more, but me and Kat that night? I’d replayed it over and over a million times. I wanted no take backs on that one.

      I moved even closer, inching my hand to her face, testing her calm, her patience as I reached for her, but didn’t quite touch her. “You and me, Kitten? I’d never regret that. Not for a second.”

      The mood shifted, heated, and I caught a vibe from her that had only been there in glimpses; not in anger because I’d kissed her. Not in retaliation because she was angry. There was a slow, subtle hint of whatever it was that drew us together that night, and the dozens of other times before then, when friendship got forgotten and something better, something a million times better, hummed between us. It had always felt chemical, and now that chemistry was bubbling again.

      Kat held her breath like she was waiting for me to move, like what I did next would shift everything between us again. Like it had the night of the raid. I only had to lean in. Take her mouth. Remind her what it was to want and taste and consume.

      But I waited too long. Kat shot her gaze to my mouth, breath still held, and then, she blinked, patience spent, and she shook her head, looking away before she leaned down to slip her shoe back on.

      “I think this is okay now.” She stood, favoring one side of her foot as she wobbled away.

      “I’ll walk you home.” I wouldn’t have offered, knowing how she hated that, but she was injured. It might be a hard walk home.

      “No, don’t.” She turned, holding up a hand to keep me back. “Just…if you can, whatever you can do…talk to Smoke, get the doctor here, whatever. Please—”

      “I promise I’ll take care of it.” I spoke it like an oath. There was no way I’d break it.

      “Thanks,” Kat said, limping away from me.

      I gave her space, keeping my distance as she moved from the park and into town, trailing beyond the town center and down into Chinatown, her steps getting stronger until she finally made it to her parents’ brownstone, next to their store, a block into their neighborhood. She’d hate me following, making sure she got home safe, but I did it anyway.

      It wasn’t until she was inside that I relaxed, walking back through town, past Dimitri’s men at the edges of each district that I thought about how frozen Kat had made me. And how stupid I’d been.

      I’d missed my chance tonight by hesitating, and if I wasn’t careful, if I didn’t set things right, I wouldn’t get another one.

      My mind flashed back to the raid, to Kat’s touch and my epic failure to push her away. She owned me. One kiss. One taste, and everything I thought I was got squashed.

      “Tell me you don’t want me. I fucking dare you,” she’d said, kissing me, holding my face until everything in me shut down. Until I was putty in her hands.

      “I…damn it, Kitten.”

      It was sloppy, quick. We fumbled, got naked, but the intensity had us panting, hot and breathless inside of ten minutes.

      “I feel you everywhere,” she’d told me, clamping that wet, sweet pussy around me, taking everything I gave her, directing me, owning me like it took no effort at all.

      “Kitten. Oh, God, how you fit me.”

      I was above her, hoping I knew what I was doing. We should have been awkward, clumsy, but this had been decades in the making, years of wondering, and wishing we’d end up right where we were.

      “This is where we’re supposed to be, Dante.” Kat wrapped her legs around me, pulling me in, speeding up my rhythm, and I kissed her, moving deeper inside her, my fingers in her hair, my mouth on her neck, working over her beautiful breasts until one hard nipple was in my mouth.

      Spent and done, it was over too quickly, but Kat let me stay inside her, rubbing my back, like she knew the second I pulled out, we’d wake up and our world would be different.

      And it was.

      She found the money I’d stolen, Liam’s money, and called me a thief.

      It was both the greatest moment of my life and the worst night I’d ever lived. Now there was a chance to start again. But to do that, I had to keep Kat from finding out the truth about why I’d gotten into bed with Liam Shane in the first place. To do that, I had to make sure she never found out about the secrets I was still keeping. Secrets that could destroy everyone I loved.
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      Dante did me favors. There had been a lot over the years—beating the snot out of Brock when he called me something stupid and common. Racist assholes weren’t remotely creative.  Having my back without question when our principal, Mr. Collette, thought I’d hacked into the school’s computer system and set the speakers to play elevator music during morning announcements. That was Dante, not me. The greatest favor so far, had been convincing his brother to have my sobo’s doctor brought into town, to give her the exam she needed and a diagnosis for treatment. Things would get better for her once she started chemo at Cuoricino’s medical center and that was all due to Dante keeping his word.

      But none of those favors gave him a pass on the glares he sent my way as I danced at Smoke and Maggie’s fall wedding this afternoon, getting a little too close to one of Johnny Carelli’s muscle-bound guards.

      “Get over yourself,” I mouthed to Dante, head shaking when his glower went deeper and more severe. Ignoring him, I turned, staring at the stone-faced man in front of me. His features were etched with serious focus, gaze skimming around the room, only giving me half a blink of attention, but then that might have been my buzz telling me lies. “You’re not gonna dance with me? Come on, it’s a wedding.” I turned around again, giving the guy a twerk, laughing when I heard his muffled gulp.

      “Skank,” Toni shouted, holding up her father’s large camera. “Smile.” I did, mugging it up for the camera, my butt against the guard’s lap. “Dante looks like he’s ready to kill you.” Toni’s cheeks were red as she approached, mouth wide with a smile. It had been a long time since I’d seen the woman this happy. “Did you have to twerk on that guy?” The guard behind me stepped back, looking pale and irritated.

      I glanced behind me, shrugging. “Guess I’m not his type.”

      “Who cares?” Toni nodded toward the front of the makeshift dance floor. There was fall décor of pumpkins and bales of hay lining the central area we danced on, and rows of tables from the Carelli’s restaurant decked out with linen tablecloths and fine China and crystal. It was a small, intimate ceremony, but the whole of the town seemed present.

      Everyone was still on lockdown, thanks to Smoke’s current war with Liam Shane and what was likely an approaching one with Shane’s richer, more deadly uncle Ian McKinney. But for now, there was some peace and a little bit of laughter as Smoke married Maggie.

      “My kid brother didn’t like you dancing on the guard either.” Toni dug into her pocket, pulling out a twenty. “Here ya go.”

      “Told you.” I folded the bill and tucked it into my bra, under the fitted dress I wore. Toni’s bet that Dante wouldn’t care what I did was an easy one to win. I knew him and Dante never liked competition. “His face is so red, he looks ready to pop.”

      Toni stood at my side, snapping a picture of Dante and Dario. “Cut the guy some slack. He’s stupid over you.”

      “You got that half right.”

      She elbowed me, cutting me in the ribs. “You’re heartless.”

      “Maybe.”

      Dante passed me a quick look as he walked toward the bar, his expression still sour and pinched. Toni went back to snapping pictures of the crowd. “There’s nothing there? Not even a little bit. Not even after he got that doctor here for your nonna?”

      “That was a promise he kept.” I appreciated him. That was a favor I couldn’t repay, and I’d have to be blind and simple not to notice the cut of his suit and how good he looked wearing it. But that was physical. I was a woman with a pulse. “Okay, fine. He looks hot in that suit. I’d be dead not to notice that.” Ava winked at me as she passed, waving at the camera when Toni whistled to get her attention.

      “You’re stupid for him, admit it.”

      The woman was starting to sound like a broken record. I pushed her away, toward the happy, newly married couple canoodling in the center of the dance floor. “Go play photographer, bitch.”

      “Speaking of which…come on…” Toni bullied everyone in front of the gazebo, rustling her brothers and parents as well as Maggie and Ava, and, begrudgingly, me, to take a picture, which quickly got interrupted when Dario leaned Ava back and planted a dramatic kiss on her surprised mouth. Dante’s mood didn’t seem to change after his brother’s PDA, and once Toni had the shots she wanted, I wandered away, refilling my tank when the buzz I nursed started to dim.

      The music mellowed, a slow, sweet song that had me rolling my eyes as Toni pulled Dante onto the dance floor, and I caught the look he gave me. The glare was gone, and I wasn’t sure what to make of the expression on his face. Disappointment? Irritation? There was no telling with Dante Carelli when a mood hit him. I only knew I was tired of guessing. I was tired of the bickering.

      Forgiveness for him was starting to come, slow, like a sunset, but constant. He had changed, grown somehow, and though I knew we’d never be best friends again, there was something there, something I missed that might take the place of what we’d lost. But I didn’t know what that meant for the future or where we went from here.

      Johnny’s guard walked by, and I shot him a wink, wondering if he was still spooked by my forwardness, and I laughed when the big, blustering man’s face turned pinked. But that humor left me when my attention went back to Dante, to his clenching jaw and the irritated twitch moving his cheek. I remembered that tick. It had always alerted me when Dante was about to unleash his temper.

      Right. Enough of this bullshit.

      Deciding to call him out, I set down my drink, marched across the dance floor, and pulled Dante away from Toni, gripping him by the collar. Except for the shift of his eyebrows shooting up, Dante didn’t move. Not when I lifted on my toes, or when I yanked him down to me and crashed my mouth to his.

      It wasn’t, in fact, until I slid my hands away from his collar, to the back of his neck, leaning into the kiss, enjoying it, that Dante actually moved at all. And when he did?

      Fireworks.

      Dante pulled me in, wrapping his arms around me, tightening me to him. I barely heard the crowd around us whooping their pleasure. All I felt was Dante’s mouth on mine and the strength in his touch, how he took over the kiss, how everything he seemed to feel got redirected in the movement of his lips and tongue as he kissed me.

      He left me breathless.

      I was staggered, stepping out of his touch, only to have Dante grip my shoulders, moving his forehead to mine.

      “That…Jesus, Dante…”

      “You started it.” His voice was low, raspy, so damn sexy.

      “Yeah, well, I thought you’d lose your nerve like you did in the park the other night.”

      He sighed, head shaking before he leaned back, brushing the hair from my face. I didn’t know what to make of the expression on his face. I’d never seen him look that way before. Determined. So damn confident. But also almost…dismissive?

      “Nah, Kitten,” he said, dropping his hand from my face. “This is me…giving you the ball. You gotta play or put me on the bench for good.”

      Then Dante stepped back and walked away, leaving me alone on the dance floor, aching for his touch and wondering how I could get it back.
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      It was probably a mistake showing up to Kat’s house after walking away from her at Dimitri’s wedding. Didn’t think I’d have the courage. Not when she planted that sweet, searing kiss on me like that. Not when it was what I had wanted for months, even years.

      But she challenged me. Called me out for not moving on her sooner.

      How many times did it need to be said? I knew her like a thumbprint. Kat Harrell didn’t want to be chased. She was a control freak. She wanted the say-so in who was in her heart and who she let stay there.

      No way would I fuck that up again.

      So, I walked away. Gave her the chance to make the next move.

      But overhearing Dimitri and Johnny last night rekindled an idea that had been dormant in my head for weeks; one that got put on pause with the attacks and the shootouts and the return of my former best friend. Besides, I had no idea if it could work or how to make it happen.

      For that, I needed someone smart. Someone cunning.

      I needed Kat.

      The door swung open after one knock, and I looked down, not expecting Kat’s tiny grandmother to answer it. She hadn’t lied. Mrs. Aoki was kind and had always been sweet to me, like she was now, without saying a word. She never spoke English, but I caught enough from her mannerisms to understand she liked me.

      “Hey, Mrs. A,” I said to her, letting the old woman pull me inside by the hand. “Is Kat here—” She nodded, smiling that wide, toothy grin as she held onto my arm and pointed, leading me into the kitchen. The smell inside had my mouth watering, and I knew before even entering the room, I’d be put to work. Didn’t mind. No one cooked gyoza like Mrs. Aoki. They were the best Japanese dumplings I’d ever had.

      “Sobo…” Kat said from the kitchen table, her hair pulled up into a sloppy bun on the top of her head. All around her were the makings of pan friend gyoza and she was set to working on filling the dumplings. “Hey…what are you doing here?”

      Mrs. Aoki shoved me to the sink, rushing me through a thorough hand washing before she threw me a dishtowel then hustled me into the chair next to Kat. “I guess I’m helping you with dumplings.”

      When we were kids, we’d helped her grandmother with the same job for street fairs or church potlucks, so much so that I could probably wrap dumplings in my sleep. Even after being away for so long, the slow process came back to me the second I picked up the thin, flour wrapper.

      “Potluck?” I asked, grabbing a spoonful of ground pork and cabbage filling to stuff into the wrappers.

      “These, I think she’s bringing to Smoke to say thank you for getting the doctor here.” Kat pinched the wrapper between her thumb and index finger with her right hand, making a pleat about once every fourth of an inch along the top of the wrapper.

      “You’re shitting me?”

      “I tried to tell her it was you—”

      She went quiet when I waved her off. I didn’t need credit. “I only told him what needed to happen. Dimitri got the doc here.” I shrugged, not looking at her. “He likes her gyoza. Besides, I hear Maggie’s morning sickness is pretty bad. Maybe if she’s up to it or you are, we can throw together some miso…”

      “It’s already cooking.” I might have remembered how to wrap the dumplings, but my fingers were awkward, the pleats a little sloppy. I tucked the dumplings I wrapped at the back of the tray, glancing at the stove, where Mrs. Aoki stood stirring a pot, to check that she hadn’t seen me.

      “You never answered me,” Kat said, shaking her head at my messy dumplings. “Why are you here?”

      “You thinking of jumping me again?” I looked around the room, to the window, leaning back to glance into the adjoining living room. “Not much of a crowd, but I wouldn’t mind it.” She threw a piece of cabbage at my head. “You sure she can’t understand us?”

      Kat shot a glance at her grandmother, who hummed as she continued focusing on the soup she stirred. “Even if she could, she’s almost completely deaf. Besides, she’s loyal. She’d never say a word about anything.” She leaned forward, forgetting about the dumplings for a second. “What’s up?”

      “Things are…heating up between Shane and his uncle. Dimitri, Johnny, hell, soon enough, probably Dario too, they’ve got kids, wives.” I shook my head, hating the thought of my family getting caught in the middle of whatever Liam and his uncle were planning. I hated even more what that would mean for their kids. “This is not what my brothers signed up for.”

      “Smoke runs this town and has for years.”

      I sat forward, leaning on my elbows, ignoring Kat’s assurance that her grandmother couldn’t hear us. Ever cautious, I whispered, “There’s a big difference between running stolen shipments off the docks and going up against fucking syndicates.”

      “What has that got to do with you?” She went back to wrapping dumplings, her fingers moving fast, like it was second nature.

      “I think there might be a way to get them out. Johnny…Dimitri…everyone, and keep them alive.”

      Kat paused, shifting her gaze to me as she narrowed her eyes. “And Shane?”

      “Fuck Shane and McKinney.”

      “That’s what I’m asking.” She scooted closer, never relaxing her hold on the dumplings. So cool. So controlled, but her tone was sharp. “If your family is out, who is watching them?”

      She wouldn’t like what I had planned. She’d accuse me of seeking more penance. Maybe Kat would say it was what I deserved for all the dirty deeds I’d done in the past. But hell, if it meant my brothers, my family, could be free of this life, I’d sacrifice mine.

      She could call my tells with a flick of her eyes in my direction. There wasn’t much to the look I gave her to an outsider looking in, but Kat would know in an instant I was willing to give myself up. She knew it. It was in her expression, in the way she moved her eyebrows up and released a long, irritated sigh. But she didn’t try to convince me to rethink my plan.

      Kat simply said, “Tell me.”

      “It’s just an idea right now. Maybe it’s just an inkling of an idea, but it might be something.” I went back to the dumplings, not looking at her. “I actually got the idea after we installed your DERI. Everything is there.”

      “Downloads are solid.” She nodded, mimicking my movements, the monotony of the job we did hiding the unsettling chaos we discussed. “I checked them this morning.”

      “Good. That’s…what if they were…bigger. Wider?”

      “Wider?”

      She’d have to show me the device. How to run it. How to manage the downloads and access the data. She couldn’t be involved. There was too much risk. I’d never ask her to take the same risk I would, but getting her to agree to that would be nearly impossible. She was the most stubborn person I knew, outside of my mother.

      Kat didn’t expect me to take her hand, that much I could tell when she went still, holding her breath like my touch froze every cell in her body. I did it anyway. “I’d never ask you to do anything that would threaten you or your family. I’m not asking you to do anything. I’m just asking you to have some faith that I can manage it. With your device.”

      She hesitated, a flash of worry, of uncertainty shifting in her eyes.

      “You’re taking a risk, telling me all of this. Smoke is so worried about spies and moles. God knows there aren’t a lot of trustworthy people left in this world.”

      “I trust you, Kat.”

      Her expression softened for a minute, then transformed, moving into shock. “You do?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?” She stayed silent, leaning forward, but something occurred to me just as Kat got closer, as the smell of peonies overtook my senses, just as my head went soft, and I almost disregarded that shocked tone in her words.

      I pulled back from her would-be kiss, moving my head into a tilt. “Kitten…do you trust me?”

      In an instant, her face went pale, and she swallowed, like she wanted to push back the words she knew I wouldn’t want to hear. But Kat wasn’t a coward and she’d never sugar-coat the truth. Especially not from me. “Well,” she started, shaking her head, inhaling, “I…don’t trust anyone.”

      I wished she’d just slug me one good time. The low blow, verbal attacks, even the ones she might not mean, hurt way more than one good jab to the chin. I knew I couldn’t blame her. God knew I’d deserved her cynicism, but shit…that didn’t make it sting any less.

      I pushed away from the table, unable to keep the hurt from spilling out of my mouth. “That cuts deep.”

      “I’m working on it. You gotta know, I am—”

      Mrs. Aoki interrupted us just then, greeting me with that beautiful smile of hers before she took the tray of dumplings to a hot pan waiting on the stove. I appreciated the distraction.

      “Tell me.” Kat stood, coming in front of me near the window. “Tell me exactly what you want to do, and I can rework another device. We can do it together.”

      “No. This has to be something I do on my own.” I held up my hand when she shook her head, looking ready to argue. “It…it’s. fine.” She went quiet, that temper likely brewing, and I hurried to get out of there before it brimmed over. “I gotta jet. I’ll see you later.” I kissed her forehead, wishing it was more, then stopped to give one to Mrs. Aoki on the cheek before I left. I was down their front steps, my gut twisting with the sensation of dread and disappointment worse than any I’d had since I first left town after destroying the lives of so many people I loved.
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      No one did a family meal like Dante’s mother. Feeding people was her love language, even when the food didn’t come from her kitchen.  My grandmother insisted on taking the gyoza and miso to the Carellis herself, despite me telling her Sunday afternoon always meant a big family dinner at the restaurant. Sobo was stubborn, and after knowing Mrs. C. since she was a little girl, believed Dante’s mother wouldn’t be offended with the small interruption.

      Of course, she was right.

      “Mrs. Aoki!” Mrs. Carelli greeted when we walked into the restaurant, carrying the miso and gyoza packed into two large canvas bags.

      “She wanted to thank…everyone for getting the doctor through security,” I explained, waving the bag at Mrs. C. and smiling at the rest of the family already seated at the long table in the middle of the restaurant.

      Smoke immediately stood, greeting my grandmother with a soft pat to her back. “It was the least we could do.” He took the bag from her, sticking his head in for a quick sniff. “Are these her gyoza?”

      “Of course. She knows you like them.”

      When Maggie approached, I gave her a smile, waving the second bag. “We heard you have some pretty bad nausea. My sobo’s soup will help settle your stomach.” Sobo took that second to ask me about Maggie’s belly, speaking Japanese as she smiled to the Carellis. “She says lemon water and a nice walk around the park will help ease the sickness.” I looked outside, frowning at the cloud coverage. “But for now, I’d recommend just the soup.”

      “Listen to Mrs. Aoki,” Mrs. C. told her daughter-in-law. “She knows what she’s talking about. Here,” she took Sobo by the arm, leading her to the table as she spoke to Smoke, “bring the bags to the table. We’ll have an international dinner. These smell too good to pack away for later. It’ll go perfect with my lasagna.”

      Around the table, Dario and Ava greeted us, sitting next to Johnny Carelli and his wife, Sammy, who I’d only met in passing, and their daughter, Betta. I didn’t see their twin boys, but figured they were likely with the nanny. Betta didn’t look more than ten and was beautiful, like her mother, who reminded me of a young Sofia Loren.

      “Johnny,” Mrs. Carelli said, waving to my grandmother, “this is Kat’s grandmother Mrs. Aoki. She makes the most wonderful gyoza.” Mrs. C. plated the dumplings and passed them around, giving her husband the first dish before she motioned for her children and nephew to feed their women and eat themselves. “Eat, everyone, there is plenty.”

      “How’s your grandmother feeling?” Johnny asked me, and I smiled, hesitating for a second as the guard I twerked on at the wedding walked behind him, his eyes scanning the restaurant and the street outside the building. The man paused when he noticed me watching him and the familiar blush returned.

      “She’s good,” I said, grinning. “The treatments have just started, so she’s still got a ways to go. Thanks for asking.”

      A meal with the Carellis, even Carellis by association, was always a chaotic event. My family had been part of theirs since our grandparents were offered homes after being forced into the internment camp in California, and Mrs. Carelli’s father had helped Sobo’s parents resettle in Cuoricino after the war. Mr. C. was instrumental in my parents meeting in high school, not an easy task since my mother was always on the defensive, being one of the only Asian kids in town, and my father was just a goofy white guy that followed her around like a puppy.

      But our families had always been connected, so the loud laughter and the compliments that came out as pleased, hungry sounds of happiness as they ate my sobo’s gyoza, wasn’t something we hadn’t experienced before. It was their way, not unusual to us anymore, but something that still had my grandmother laughing behind her cup as she drank.

      Maggie’s complexion was pale, but her color was beginning to return to normal as she sipped the miso soup and took sips of the lemon water Smoke fixed for her. She offered us grateful smiles as Smoke rubbed her back, chatting away with Johnny and Sammy in the process.

      Across the dining room, I noticed the small huddle congregated at the bar. Strange, considering in the past I’d usually be part of whatever Toni, Luca and Dante were scheming. But years and distance had changed things, and I doubted there were any plans to help Toni and Luca dip out of town together, without her family noticing, like they’d done when we were fifteen and ran interference for them.

      Still, they stood together, whispering, keeping to themselves, shifty and secretive, even for a Carelli, and something didn’t sit well with how low they spoke and how excluded they seemed to want to keep themselves from everyone else in the dining room.

      “Jesus, this is good,” Smoke said, hovering over a full plate of dumplings. He looked up long enough to ask a favor. “Kat, please, tell her we appreciate this.”

      I nodded, still keeping my attention on Dante, when Luca said something he didn’t seem to like and my former best friend waved him off and jerked his phone from his pocket, shuffling outside to make a call.

      “Kat, you settling back into town, okay?” Mr. Carelli asked, grabbing my attention away from Toni and Luca, who remained chatting with their voices low and their heads leaned together.

      “It’s…different, but things are getting back to normal,” I admitted, blinking quickly when I realized all eyes were focused on me. “Nothing really changes in Cuoricino, right?”

      “That’s true enough,” Dario said behind his glass.

      “Antonia, come over here and eat. Kathryn and her grandmother brought her gyoza and miso for Maggie,” Mrs. Carelli said, breaking up Toni and Luca’s conversation.

      “Coming, Ma.”

      She and Luca dispersed and moved to the edge of the table next to me, not saying anything as they sat. I meant to be subtle, asking what the problem was, but Mr. Carelli decided just then to keep the questions coming.

      “Kat, I hear your parents’ business is doing well. Your father mentioned opening another store.” Dante’s father refilled his wife’s nearly empty glass of wine before doing the same for his.

      “Yes, sir. I told him he should be thinking about retiring…”

      “That will never happen.” His laugh was brief. “Even when we were kids, Kip Harrell had a paper route and delivered wood in the winter. He had too much energy to stop. Drove your mom crazy when they started dating.”

      “Still does.” When Sobo nudged me, asking what Mr. C said, I explained, and she laughed, relating the same theory she’d had about my parents before she waggled her eyes. I felt my face heat and stared up at Mr. Carelli, realizing I wouldn’t get away with not explaining. “My grandmother says it’s a mystery why there’s just me and my brother and not a dozen more of us.” The dig had the desired effect and the table laughed, making my sobo’s smile widen. Laughter was universal.

      The good humor surrounding us continued, but I was struck by Dante, still standing outside, his ear to his cell, his expression sharp and severe, and Toni and Luca next to me, silent and looking like they’d just seen their best friend shot.

      “Something stinky in your lasagna?” I asked her, leaning toward her with a careful eye still on Dante outside.

      “No, everything is fine.” Toni was a good liar, but I’d known her long enough to pick up on her bullshit when she was shoveling it.

      “Uh huh and what about your baby bro? He looks grumpy.” She followed my gaze, her back stiffening when Luca looked behind him to watch Dante as well.

      “He’s busy. Lots going on.” Yeah, I knew that side-eye expression. Something was up.

      As Dante paced around outside, kicking at the loose gravel on the patio, hand sliding through his thick hair, I wondered if he’d told his sister and Luca his plan for getting his family out of this war. He’d never told me what that plan was in detail, but I’d had my own ideas. Since he left before we could finish our conversation, I wondered if he’d tried moving on to Luca and Toni to get the help he needed. Both were well connected. Both knew people who were almost as skilled as I was with tech.

      But would he risk putting them in harm’s way?

      Something told me Dante wasn’t that careless.

      He looked up through the window and caught me staring. I didn’t jerk my look away. Instead, I held his gaze, willing him to relax, hoping I could see something, anything in the expression he tried to keep neutral. But there was nothing there, except a bit of worry and panic.

      Dante turned from me, continuing to talk on his cell, and at my side, Toni elbowed me, pulling my attention back to her. “You done making moony eyes at my brother?”

      “That’s not what’s happening.”

      “Yeah, right.” She downed a swig of wine, taking the offer of a refill Luca gave her with a nudge of the bottle at his side.

      “I’m just wondering what that little conversation was all about.” I nodded toward the bar, where the three of them had been huddled together. Toni and Luca exchanged a look, but only Toni played off my response with a shrug. Undeterred, I tried again. “I remember when I used to be let in on the little conversations you and Luca had with Dante.”

      Toni straightened, keeping her body still as she drank from her glass again, hesitating before she replied. “Yeah, well, Luca and I aren’t sneaking around or planning to run off together. We don’t need accomplices anymore.”

      Across the table, Luca glanced at me, holding my stare for longer than necessary, like he wanted to add something but decided against it.

      “Those were the good ole days,” I offered, trying to lighten the mood.

      “I remember those days differently,” Toni said.

      “I don’t remember too many good days at all.” The muscles around Luca’s mouth tightened before he spared a look at Toni.

      “Had to be a few, Luca.” I looked between them, expecting a smile, thinking that maybe a jog of their memory would at least warrant a grin, but both remained unsmiling.

      Luca leaned back, keeping one elbow on the table as he stared at Toni but spoke to me. “There’s a lot I regret.”

      There seemed to be a lot of that going around, particularly among these three. Dante spoke about the regret he had being involved with Liam the other night in the park. What did Luca regret? It couldn’t be running off with Toni. Smoke and the Carellis seemed to have forgiven them by now. It never made a lot of sense to me that those two weren’t together, but Luca spent most of his time doing whatever Smoke needed with his own crew of men, especially after Smoke was shot when Maggie’s son was kidnapped by her ex-husband. Toni lived full-time in the city so that didn’t leave a lot of time for them to be together.

      The question remained: why?

      And what had Toni, Luca and Dante whispering to each other and acting like a bunch of sad sacks because of it?

      Regret. It couldn’t be the only thing that had them preoccupied.

      There had to be something more, and if Dante really was planning to get his family out of this war, I couldn’t let Toni and Luca be part of it. They’d been through enough.

      “Your wheels are spinning,” Toni said, her voice low enough for only me to hear. “You’ve got that Curiosity-Killed-the-Kat-With-A-K look on your face. That never leads anywhere good.”

      “I’m just trying to straighten some things out in my head.”

      “About Dante?” Toni looked at me then, narrowing her eyes, suspicious.

      “Maybe.”

      “Jesus, kid, you still mad at him?” When I didn’t answer, she dropped her shoulders, releasing a frustrated sigh. “He told me you said you don’t trust him.”

      “That’s not what I said, Toni.” I took a sip of my drink, flicking the hair off my shoulder. “I said I don’t trust anyone.”

      “Madonna, you’re an annoying shit.”

      “So are you.”

      “Yeah, well, I think you’re being ridiculous.” She leaned forward, nodding toward the window. “All that kid has ever done is have your back. From the time you two were in playpens. This shit between you two…it’s getting old. What happened is in the past.”

      “I know that.”

      She elbowed me again when I rubbed my temples, trying to get rid of the headache that was threatening. “Then what’s the problem? I thought that little display at the wedding was enough to kickstart things between the two of you.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “It’s really simple, Kat. You love him. He’s stupid over you.” Toni waved her glass, ignoring Luca as he watched her movements. “You’ll never find anyone more loyal to you. You’ll never find anyone willing to give you whatever you want more than Dante. You’ve loved each other since the damn crib. Stop pretending this isn’t going to happen. It’s set in stone.”

      Across the restaurant, Dante stared at me, looking inside through the window. He was no longer talking on the phone, but the expression on his face was torn; like he wanted to head inside, but as he watched his family talking, eating, and laughing, it seemed like he didn’t feel he fit. Instead of coming inside, he turned and left, taking slow steps to put distance between himself and the restaurant full of the people who loved him. All of us.

      “Excuse me,” I told Toni, ignoring the smug grin she wore as I mentioned to my grandmother I had to talk to Dante. After getting a promise from Mr. Carelli that he’d see her home, I left the table, not commenting on my sobo’s low refrain of “finally” as I walked out the door, toward Dante, and the conversation that was long overdue.
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      The apartment on Frontman Street had once been the first firehouse in Cuoricino. It was only three stories high, and the renovations took six months, but it was mine now and gave me the quiet I craved away from my folks’ busy brownstone next to the restaurant. My place was just a few blocks from the town center, right across from Dimitri and Maggie’s building, but an entire world away from the noise and chaos constantly surrounding our family.

      It had remained empty for years, had even been the spot most kids snuck away to for quiet, drunken parties because it edged the end of town center. Turned out, the fire escape on the third floor held the darkest shadows, which is where Kat and I hid when we were sneaking bottles of my father’s bourbon and didn’t want my brothers to find out about it or Kat’s to tag along.

      It was that same fire escape I stood on now, watching the town below me—my father escorting Mrs. Aoki in the direction of Chinatown, her hanging onto his arm as he chatted away, never mind she didn’t understand a thing he said.

      Dimitri’s men flanked each corner of town, every block covered as the small Sunday night crowd dispersed from church or yoga under the park gazebo. Dino and Rickey directed a group of guys, Drew, Kat’s brother among them, away from the park, and in the middle of the crowd, Kat walked right toward my building, her pace steady, her expression determined.

      I knew that look. Hell, I could practically read her mind, but I wouldn’t put too much stock into what I hoped that expression meant. She’d seen me getting pissed at Luca, had seen Toni doing her best to settle things between us.

      The man had his secrets. He had put me in the middle of those secrets, and once again, had reminded me what was at stake if I let those secret loose.

      “I’m not saying lie to anyone.” Luca had said the last word with a quick glance at Kat. “I’m just reminding you of what’s on the line.”

      “You think I don’t know?” I’d leaned on the bar, fighting to keep from looking at Kat. “You think I could ever forget?”

      “Luca just wants you to be careful,” Toni said, touching my back. “No one would ever understand what we’re doing…or why.”

      “If we just explained…” I tried, but Toni cut me off with a shake of her head.

      “We can’t risk it.”

      Kat knew the way to the fire escape. We’d walked it a dozen times as kids. She didn’t need to ask for me to lower the ladder because I did it without a word or a welcome. She’d never need one, no matter what place I called home.

      She stepped back as the ladder lowered and took it quickly, the noise of her small body rattling the fire escape. We didn’t speak when I helped her off the ladder and next to me in front of the open window, or when I nodded her inside. In fact, everything remained silent as I moved to the bar and fixed her a drink, letting her take in the changes I’d made to the place—the exposed brick walls, the brass fixtures, and the black cabinets in the open kitchen. It was masculine enough, but also welcoming, and based on the small nod Kat made, I got the feeling she liked it.

      But the silence ended when I handed her the drink and she held it, watching me as she said, “How many times have you lied to me?”

      It wasn’t a question I expected, but I had an answer I didn’t have to think about. Still, I sipped on my drink, watching her. “Only once.”

      Finally, she drank the bourbon, slow. “The night of the raid?” My nod was barely a movement at all, but Kat didn’t complain. She didn’t seem done talking either. “I asked you if you wanted me.” She moved in, just inches from me, and I knew I couldn’t let her get too close. The day before she said she didn’t trust me. Her getting too close would break my resolve to earn that trust again. Kat moved, bringing that sweet scent of hers next to me, and I went a little stupid. “But that was a lie?” Another nod, but this time, I backed away on the pretense of refilling my glass. For good measure, I grabbed the bottle, offering to top off hers, but Kat shook her head.

      “And you won’t lie to me again?”

      I stopped moving, abandoning the bottle to stare at her. “Never.”

      Kat was in front of me again, forgetting her drink, taking mine from me and pulling me away from the bar, so my attention was only on her.

      “Then tell me what’s going on with Toni and Luca. That was a deep conversation and you looked pissed about it.”

      “I was.”

      “Why?”

      The grunt I released was involuntary. I knew we’d get to this. So did Luca and Toni. It was the whole damn point of the conversation we had tonight in the first place. I’d been caught up between a promise I made to Luca six years ago and loyalty to the woman I loved. The woman I was trying to deserve.

      “That’s not my secret to tell.”

      She watched me, folding her arms like she needed to keep herself together before her temper fractured. “But you said you wouldn’t…”

      “That’s not lying. That’s me not disclosing information that’s not mine to give away.” I rubbed my face, frustrated when Kat shook her head, and I couldn’t help myself. Resolve be damned, I grabbed her shoulders, wanting her to look at me. “I made a promise to you a long time ago. I broke that promise one time. The night of the raid. I broke promises to other people too and I’m still trying to make up for it.”

      “Luca?”

      I dropped my hands, clenching my jaw, wanting nothing more than to tell her everything.

      Kat sighed, but she didn’t frown, nor had her temper surfaced. “There are secrets I have to keep too.”

      “I know that.”

      “The night of the raid…when you lied to me.” She stepped closer, and I found it hard to breathe.

      “Kat—”

      She brushed the hair from my eyes, bringing that sweet peonies’ scent back, making my mouth water when she released a hot breath against my face. “You wanted me gone.”

      “I…knew it was dangerous, you being there.” I needed distance between us despite wanting to get closer. “I would have said anything to make you leave.”

      “Like… you hated me.” She moved her fingers down to my neck, and I was mesmerized, struck a little stupid when she rested her long fingers against my chest.

      “Yeah.”

      My chest tightened when she moved even closer, rubbing her leg against mine, her fingers scratching up my shoulder. “Like…that you had outgrown me.”

      “That…too.” I tried twisting my neck away from her when she touched my face again, but her fingers were soft, and she smelled so fucking good. Everything she did felt like a spell. Or curse. Or a hit of the sweetest drug.

      She pressed against me, and I groaned, losing control completely. “I’m trying to be good here.”

      “But I thought this was always on the table.”

      Mouth opened; my throat went dry. “Fuck’s sake…are you trying to kill me?”

      “That would make what I want very illegal and really gross.”

      I held her back, fighting between wanting her to stop and pulling her directly to my mouth.  “Yesterday you said you didn’t trust anyone, but now you want…this?”

      “Dante, I want you. I always have.”

      If there was ever a moment of no turning back, this was it. There would never be a way back to our friendship if we crossed this line again. If I kissed her, I wouldn’t stop. She knew that. I did, too. It lay there between us in the air; a heat so thick it threatened to choke us. Kat was the only breath I needed, and I took it from her then, pulling her to me, holding her head still to put my mouth on hers.

      I devoured her, the sweet taste, her small pink tongue, her pleased, warm moans as I gripped her against my hips. My dick was hard already, pulsing for her, wanting inside that sweet, tight body.

      “God…Dante,” she moaned, going at my shirt, and I pulled it over my head. Then, I tugged down the zipper on the dress she wore, getting her to just her knee-high boots and black lace underwear. I stepped back, taking her in: that flat, taut stomach, her perfect, round tits, her strong thighs, but then Kat tugged on my chin, bringing my eyes up. “Ogle me later and get naked.”

      “I’ll get naked,” I told her, grabbing her around the middle and throwing her over my shoulder like a caveman, loving her laughter and that squeal of pleasure from her when I gave her a good-natured smack on the ass before I tossed her on my mattress in my bedroom to the right.

      “My feminist brain should be offended by your alpha male displays, Mr. Carelli,” Kat said, faking a frown as she lifted on her elbows.

      “But?”

      She released an amazed whistle, her gaze looking me over. “But I have a pulse and your body is making me think very low brow, hedonistic things that are telling my inner Gloria Steinem to shut the hell up.”

      “Hmm…then let me show you what this body can do.” I slipped out of my jeans, appreciating her stark appraisal of my body, how she bit her lower lip as she stared at my dick and reached for me once I had her boots and bra off.

      The first time we were together had been a ridiculous frenzy. We were kids, pent-up with hormones and need, desperate with curiosity and emotion. It was over too fast and didn’t end well. Tonight, would be different.

      “This won’t be like the last time,” I told her, kneeling between her legs. I grabbed her knee, spreading her a bit wider, loving how she watched me, how her breath got heavier, quicker, the lower I let my hand move inside her thigh. “I’m going to take my time.”

      It was one promise I’d keep.

      Kat leaned back, as I hovered over her, resting on one hand as I pulled her thong down her legs to get to that pretty pussy. She was wet, ready, but I wanted to tease her.

      “Dante,” she moaned when I slipped a finger between her lips, wetting my finger as I pushed it inside her warm heat. She was tight, hot, and just the feel of her had me harder than I’d ever been before.

      “Fuck, Kitten, it’s been too long.” I leaned down, getting closer, licking her clit, trying not to devour her. “I could come just tasting you.”

      “Ah…” She groaned when I pushed her lips apart, lapping against her, wanting to dive inside and bury my entire face in her sweet pussy. The noises she made, the low, humming moans were almost too much, and I knew it wouldn’t take long to have her coming all over my face.

      I slipped two fingers inside her and twisted my thumb around, playing with that tight little hole, teasing her, sucking her clit into my mouth, humming against her. Kat gripped my hair, pulling on me, and I took her cue, slipping my thumb inside her hole and my fingers deeper into her pussy.

      “Oh god…god!”

      I rode out her orgasm, reaching up with my freehand to grab her nipple, taking hold of her breast, teasing her small peaks, and Kat moved faster, like she wanted to get away from the pleasure I gave her and dive straight into it.

      When she settled, her breath heavy, chest heaving, I stretched on top of her, kissing her mouth, taking the lazy, half-drunk kisses she gave me as I brushed my fingers over her chest, licking against her collarbone.

      “I could eat you up, Kitten, and never be full.”

      “You…you kill me.” She stretched, pulling me closer, our bodies sliding together. “But it would be a good death.”

      Kat was smooth, subtle, and I jerked in surprise when she slipped her hand between us, taking hold of my dick, her small, smart fingers rubbing me up and down.

      I moved back against the mattress, guiding her over me. Kat lowered, settling her mouth around my dick, teasing the tip. I rested one of my arms under my head, the other pushing back her thick hair. She was fucking glorious licking against me, nails scratching on my stomach, tongue hot and wet and perfect.

      I didn’t think anything could feel better than her mouth on me, then Kat stopped, lifted up and smiled at me, sliding up my body to slip right on my cock. She balanced her hands on my chest, moving her knees to the mattress, rocking against me, back arching, hair draping against the tops of my thighs as she bent.

      “Fuck, Kitten, look at you…so beautiful. You feel so damn good.”

      “Dante…oh god…”

      I moved my hands to her lower back and rested against the headboard to support myself, while I held her as she rode me. I directed her with my hands on her hips, lifting my knees up, moving us together for what felt like minutes, then hours.

      “Dante…I’m so close…oh god.”

      I reached up, cupping her, circling her clit with my thumb, leaning forward to cover one nipple with my mouth, and Kat’s body shook, limbs and fingers trembling against my damp shoulders, the harder I sucked on her breast and worked my thumb against her sensitive skin.

      “There…oh…god…there!”

      A few more strokes and she came, the bed shaking as she moved faster, and that hot, tight pussy clamped around my cock, milking me, coaxing an orgasm that wasn’t ready.

      Instead, I kissed her, holding her face in my hands, sucking her bottom lip into my mouth, pulling out to ease her back, onto all fours, before I was back inside her, needing to feel her, never wanting to be out of that tight heat.

      “Kitten, nothing has ever felt this good. Not ever.” I meant it, fingers twisting in her hair, free hand on her shoulder as I slammed into her. My knees were weak, as the room filled with the slaps of our sweaty bodies and the smell of sex. I’d never been happier or felt more complete in my damn life, chasing the orgasm that was inching closer and closer.

      Then Kat cried out, a loud, “Oh…fuck,” when I sped up, another orgasm crashing into her, her pussy tightening a second time. My body went rigid, and I fell over the edge, coming harder and louder and longer than I ever had before.

      “Fuck…oh shit!”

      We fell onto the mattress in a huddle, slipping away from each other, but I couldn’t let her get too far from me. With her back to me, Kat didn’t say a thing as she moved against me. I curled an arm around her waist and kissed her shoulder. The room was silent. The night was still, and for the first time in five years, I felt like I was finally home.
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      In the dark, with Kat wrapped around me, there was silence. The only thing that should have occupied my thoughts was her. The smell of her skin and the faint weight of her body as she lay in my arms. But as I stared up at the ceiling, listening to the quiet, feeling the steady thump of her heart beating against my chest, worry demanded for space in my head.

      With her, I was home. But if I wanted my family protected, that home would be threatened. Getting them out, meant keeping me in. Kat wouldn’t be safe with me then. She wouldn’t be safe at all.

      I’d have to let her go.

      “I can literally hear you thinking.” She broke the silence, sliding a hand over my chest.

      “You’re not psychic.” She always thought she knew me so well.

      “I’ve known you since the crib, Carelli.” Kat sat up, wrapping the duvet around her shoulders. “You’re worried about how to get your family out.” When I only stared up at her, playing with the ends of her long hair, Kat frowned at me. She always hated when I deflected. “You think you have to play the sacrificial lamb and that somehow means you can’t have me.”

      OK, so maybe she did know me.

      It wasn’t a conversation I wanted to have. Not after the night we had. Knowing Kat, she wouldn’t let it go. I tugged on my jeans, ignoring her when she came after me, grabbing a tee from my dresser and slipping it over her head.

      “You’ve got nothing to say?” She followed me into the kitchen, tugging on my arm when I reached for a glass on the drainboard. “Don’t be a dick. Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      “It’s not as simple as you think. It goes deeper than me sacrificing myself.”

      Kat stepped back, watching me as I leaned against the sink, feeling exposed with the look she gave me. “How much deeper?”

      I looked down, losing the nerve to watch her. “If I’m alone then no one can get hurt.”

      She dropped my arm, moving out of my reach like I’d slapped her, and she was trying to decide how to pay me back. “So you fuck me and what? Decide that’s it? You make that decision without me having a say-so?”

      “I didn’t fuck you and you know it.”

      “It damn well felt like it.”

      I pushed away from the sink, standing in front of her. “That’s not what it meant and you know it and the fact that you’d see it as that pisses me off.”

      “Jesus, Dante, I know that. It was a bad choice of words. Besides, we aren’t talking about what it meant. It was the doing. What we are talking about is you wanting an out because you think I can’t handle where you want to take things.”

      “You’re making it sound so black and white but it’s not.”

      She folded her arms, her face turning pink. “It’s all gray, I know that. And for God’s sake, do you honestly think you’ll be able to do any of this without me?”

      “I can. I’m not an idiot.”

      I tried not to let her biting, little laugh get under my skin, but Kat could cut me to the quick with one look. She did then, but I knew it was because she wanted to convince me how much I needed her. “You’re not going to find anyone to build a device like my DERIpulse. You know that.” I shook my head, waving her off as I moved into the living room, but Kat followed continuing to argue her case. “All we have to do is get McKinney to test the security of his servers. Data security companies do it all the time for banks. They send teams on the premise offering a free pest inspection. Then they see how secure those branches are. It would take nothing to get in and load the device. We wouldn’t even have to do it ourselves. I have a team I trust.”

      “No, Kat. I’m not involving you.” I walked to the window, turning when she made a noise that should have been a grunt but sounded like a groan. “It would be even easier just to take the data you get for Dimitri. The device is already there. Whatever Shane has in his files can be linked to his uncle. He isn’t man enough to stand on his own. McKinney still funds most of Liam’s bank roll. We only need to take out Liam and McKinney. We can get them by exposing Liam’s data and breaking into his accounts.”

      “That’s your problem, D…you’re not thinking broadly.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      Head shaking, she mussed my hair, ignoring me when I brushed her hand away. “You take out Shane and McKinney and then what? There are other families that your cousin and your brother will still have to worry about. If you want them out and alive, if you want them safe, then you need info on all the families. You need insurance.”

      Seeing the logic of her argument, I rubbed the back of my neck, my pulse thumping when I realized she was going to keep talking until she had me fully convinced. “You always think you’re the smartest person in the room. Why is that?”

      “Duh, because I am.”

      She was so beautiful and she was the smartest person I knew. I touched her face, pressing my forehead to hers, fighting the urge to kiss her and tell her to leave my door and never darken it again. I wanted her. I never wanted to be away from her again, but my God, if anything ever happened to her—

      “No…Kitten, I can’t have you involved.”

      Groaning again, Kat pushed on my chest, her temper surfacing. “Newsflash, I’m already involved. I’ve been involved a long time. You don’t think my hands are filthy? Jesus, Dante, what do you think I do for your brother? Do you think my clients are boy scouts?”

      “This…what I’m planning is different. Before I only asked you to build another device, but what you want to do puts you deeper in danger. This will put a target on my back. If you’re with me that target is on yours too.”

      “So, you’re telling me what, exactly? You want to walk away? After tonight? You wanted to fuck me one more time before you sacrifice yourself for your family and never look back?” Now she was being dramatic, and that temper had fully engaged. Kat’s eyes had gone glassy and the tension in her features hardened. If I wasn’t careful, the yelling would start.

      “Next, you’ll tell me to find someone else and make a life away from this town and away from this war? Is that it?”

      The idea made me sick and I looked away from her, leaning a hand on the window as I stared at the street below, and the small crowd of people still congregated near the square. Drew and his friends hadn’t left the park and my father was just walking back from Chinatown, stopping to chat with a few of Dimitri’s men.

      Kat with someone else? I could think of nothing I hated more, but if it meant she was safe and alive…

      “I’m trying to protect you.”

      “Well, fuck you then, Dante. I can protect myself.” Her tone was angry and biting and only served to piss me off. To hell with her if she couldn’t see what I was trying to do.

      “Hey, asshole, don’t get pissed at me.” I jerked a glare at her, pushing away from the window with my mouth drawn down and tight.

      “I’ll get pissed at you when you fuck me and then tell me you don’t want to be with me.” The glassiness in Kat’s eyes was liquid now and threatening to spill over.

      “It’s not a matter of me not wanting to be with you! Of course I wanna be with you. I just don’t want the woman I love dying because of me!”

      “Well, I don’t want the man I love abandoning me because he’s scared!”

      Suddenly, it was so quiet, I could hear the fast beating of my heart. We just stared at each other, absorbing the words we had never said. Until now.

      We’d never said it before. Not to each other. Not how we meant it just now.

      Dumbfounded, we watched each other, the echo of our love-drunk yells still tingling in our ears as we watched at each other. The moment was frozen, our breaths supercharged with the familiar hum of want and love and passion that only seemed to exist when we were around each other.

      We moved at the same time, coming together in a flash; Kat falling into my arms when I grabbed her, me holding her face still so I could kiss her and pour everything I felt into the manic press of my lips on hers.

      “You stubborn, idiot,” I told her, picking her up to bring her back into my room.

      “You self-righteous asshole.” She had her hands in my hair, her tongue slipping against mine, and her fingers already unfastening the button on my jeans.

      Then, from the street below, like a crack of thunder, the squeal of tires and a hail of gunfire tore us apart. We fell to the floor, my arms covering Kat’s head as bullets sprayed into the night.
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      “Keep your head down,” Dante said. “If they start shooting again, you hit the ground. I fucking mean it, Kat.”

      “Just go,” I told him. “My brother was out here.”

      Dante’s voice was tinged with a hoarseness that had nothing to do with the smoke that surrounded Cuoricino as we made our way from his place and into the chaos on the streets below it.

      Despite months of holding up in our small, safe town, despite all the precautions Smoke promised he made to keep everyone safe, war had come to our home, and it was bleeding our blood onto the cobbled streets.

      Smoke’s men ran everywhere but to the people hurt and crying around them, their shouts loud and blistering as they ran toward the distant sound of gunfire and the peeling squeal of tires. Shane’s men were retreating, even as the buildings around us burned and people we’d known our entire lives lay dying.

      “Answer the phone,” I said into my cell, moving behind Dante as he moved us through the streets, his hand tightly gripping my arm. “Please…come on…”

      “Try your dad.”

      “I called him first.” I disengaged the call and hit the button with my dad’s face on it, pulling Dante back when I heard his voice.

      “Kathryn?”

      “Daddy? Are you okay? Is Mom and Sobo?”

      “We’re all fine. Where’s Drew? Where are you? We heard the gunfire, and the neighbors are saying there are fires everywhere.” He spoke in a panicked tone, his words rushing out in one breath.

      “We’re trying to find Drew now. I’m with Dante. The town square is on fire, but please, Dad, just stay there. Please. Protect them.”

      He hated this. I could hear it in the loud sigh he released and the groaning noises that came through on the other end. The Harrell family roots ran deep in Cuoricino. My father loved this place. But he loved his family more.

      “I know Dante can take care of you and you…well, I’m not worried about you, love. But Drew—” Again, he sighed, and in the background, I heard my grandmother’s rapid fire questions as she spoke over my mother. “Just find him and keep us updated and, Peanut…please be safe.”

      “I will, Daddy, I promise.”

      I choked back the emotion welling in my throat, hating the fear that threatened to overwhelm me. Turning away from Dante, I almost crumbled when he slipped his arm around my waist, kissing my neck. “We’ll find him, Kitten.”

      “We have to hurry.”

      Liam Shane sent his men through town, looking to destroy, and had done the damn job. The gazebo in the park was ablaze when we walked past it. Mr. Aldridge, the pharmacist, helped Dr. Richards and his nurses tend to the injured, while Mr. O’Bryant hauled away the debris from the park and helped the firefighters as they doused the burning buildings around town. The streets were filling with water from the hoses and the smattering of crowds trying to find their loved ones.

      In the distance, some of Smoke’s men had caught one of Shane’s cars before they could make their escape, and a fight had broken out. Dante led me away from it until I spotted two of Drew’s friends running from the park.

      “Bobby! Luke! Where is Drew?” I started to run for them, forgetting about Dante, forgetting about everything but finding my brother. They met me in the middle of the street.

      “We…shit…” Luke started, a cough breaking up his words, “we got separated when the shooting started. Drew took off out of the park.” He nodded toward the town center, just as Dante caught up to me, looking irritated that I’d gone off on my own.

      “Drew headed out of the park,” I told him, looking toward the busiest part of the chaos, where the crowd had congregated and most of the fire trucks were parked.

      “We’ll go look, but don’t run off—”

      “Dante!” we heard to our right, spotting Dario as he ran toward us. “Madonna, you’re okay. I was going to run up to your place.” His lip was busted and there was a bruise already forming on his cheek.

      “Where’s Ava?” I asked as Dante tilted his head from side to side to get a good look at his brother.

      “She’s with Ma and Toni checking on the injured.” He swatted Dante’s hand from his face. “Some of Shane’s guys got left behind when they tried throwing a Molotov into Ava’s bakery. We tussled. I won.”

      To our left, Smoke’s guys shouted, making Drew’s friends take off. Heading right for us were the assholes working for Liam, their faces bloodied and bruise. Smoke’s man, Stew, was able to subdue one, but the second, a beefy, lumbering guy, broke away and looked like he was about to plow right into me.

      “Shit!” I screamed, jumping out of the way just in time for Dante to tackle the guy.

      Dario pulled me aside as they came to their feet, Liam’s guy managing a hard right hook to Dante’s jaw, which he deflected.

      “Dante!” I yelled, trying to break away from Dario, but the man had a death grip on me and tugged me out of the way, just as Dante jerked the asshole by the collar and slugged him in the chin.

      “Easy,” Dario said, holding up his hand, “he can take care of himself.”

      Dante stood just as Stew and a few other of Smoke’s guys caught up to us, hauling Shane’s man up from the ground. “We got him,” he told Dante.

      “Get his ass to the jail. Tell Wilson or whoever is there to lock him up.” Dante turned to me, pulling out a gun from his ankle holster before he cocked it and tucked it in my waist. “You see anyone charging you again, don’t hesitate. Shoot them square in the chest, if I don’t get them first.”

      “Get us out of here so I can find my brother,” I told him, wiping away the sweat from his face before I kissed him.

      As we walked, navigating the chaos and destruction, Dante and Dario cleared a path and directed people to where we’d seen Dr. Richards patching up the injured. When there was someone who needed them, they stopped, all the while I kept my attention on the crowd and the bodies on the sidewalk and streets, hoping each face I saw wasn’t Drew.

      “Dario, get this one,” Dante told his brother as we both helped a young girl, nursing a broken leg, and her mother through the crowd. Dario cleared a path as Dante lifted the girl up, tossing a glance over his shoulder to make sure I followed them. “Stay here and we’ll send someone back for you,” he told the woman.

      We neared the crosswalk that led toward O’Bryant’s and the pharmacy when I finally spotted Drew. He lay on the ground, one arm across his stomach, the other holding his side. My insides turned to ice, and I ignored Dante yelling after me when I screamed. I ignored everything but running across the crowded street to get to my brother.

      “Drew! Oh, God…no!”

      “Kat, wait…”

      Dante was at my side, but I made it to Drew before he did and had my kid brother in my lap, tugging on his shoulder to pull him close.

      “Oh, God…you idiot. Oh…what did they do to you?”

      “Kat, let us see him…” Dario leaned over Drew, feeling his head, rubbing along the back. Drew was unconscious but still breathing. That didn’t keep my hands from shaking or my heart from pounding. Dario felt for a pulse and bent down to listen to Drew’s breath. “Probably a concussion. He’s got a huge knot on the back of his head.

      “He took one to his shoulder,” Dante said, turning Drew to his side. “Through and through.” He looked at me when I couldn’t stop the loud sob from leaving my mouth. Dante shook his head, wiping my face dry. “Listen to me, we’re gonna get him safe and take care of this. I promise you, baby, we’ll take care of this.”

      “D—”

      “I got this.” He kissed my forehead, and for some reason, I believed him. Unlike any time before, I trusted that Dante would take care of everything.

      Dario and Dante carried Drew toward the town center, where the ambulances were congregated, but the closer we came, the thicker the smoke grew. It was as if everything was worsening—the crowds, the confusion, and the danger. Dante stopped when we neared the first ambulance, the reflection from the red lights mirrored across his face.

      “Oh, God,” he said, blinking back the wetness in his eyes as he stared ahead.

      “What—” But I knew. It was right in front of us.

      The fire stretched across the building. It drew the biggest crowd. Dario and Dante deposited Drew with a waiting paramedic, and I was torn as I watched them look my brother over, assessing his injuries, even as Dario and Dante stood watching the building burn.

      The largest restaurant in town.

      Carelli’s Fine Dining.

      “Mother fuckers…” Dario said, running toward the building, leaving us to watch over Drew and stare dumbfounded.

      “Dante—” I tried, but was interrupted by the yelling behind us and the sound of Luca’s voice.

      “You lying mother fucker!” he screamed, and Dante turned as I watched Drew’s head roll on hid shoulder and his eyes blink open.

      “Dante! He’s waking up.” I sniffled, trying to distract him from his family’s loss and the madness around us.

      Then, among the chaos, another shot rang out, and Dante jumped for me. We ducked just as Smoke and Johnny Carelli ran toward Luca, and to whoever he was screaming at just feet behind us in the darkness.

      Dante loosened his hold on me as the paramedic treating Drew wheeled him toward the ambulance. I walked toward them, hurrying to the ambulance to see my brother to the hospital.

      “Sorry, ma’am, hospital policy. You’ll have to follow behind us.”

      “Uh…Jesus, really?”

      I would have put up a bigger fuss, my irritation thick and my temper bubbling, but just as the paramedic slammed the door shut and the vehicle eased through the crowd, trying to get Drew out of town, another scream echoed through the darkness.

      It wasn’t Luca again.

      It wasn’t some enraged, no-neck lackey of Liam’s trying to catch up to the men who’d left him behind.

      In the distance, louder than the sirens and the muted cries of shocked townsfolks came a screeching yell that shook everyone into silence.

      Mrs. Carelli called out a deafening, “No! Not my Sonny, please God no!” as she held the still form of her husband against her chest.
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      Time had no real meaning when we waited. When news finally came, would it be bad? Would our world be forever changed? We sat in Ava and Dario’s apartment with Maggie and Sammy wondering, hoping that Mr. Carelli would survive.

      “It’s too dangerous for any of us to leave town,” Smoke had determined when he sent his mother and Toni after the ambulance carrying his father to the hospital. There were four guards in that car with them and we all stood watching, likely saying the same prayer. “We can’t risk it.”

      “What about your brother?” Maggie asked me.

      “My father went to the hospital.” Dante grabbed my hand, squeezing it tight. “Dante made sure my mom and grandmother were looked after before he left. Drew’s gonna be fine. The bullet didn’t hit anything vital.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.”

      “I can’t just sit here,” Dante said, moving to the window to stare out onto the street. The fires had been extinguished, but the town was left practically in ruins. The restaurant was almost a complete loss, as was the Carelli’s brownstone and the library, which hurt my heart. I’d never seen people in town so defeated or so unwilling to listen to Smoke when he tried to calm their fears. Everyone had been rocked by this war; it had come to our front steps. There was no way for him to make that okay.

      “Johnny and Smoke will be back soon. They had to take care of something,” Sammy offered, her voice tired. “I’ve learned you Carelli men live on your own timeline.”

      “And by their own rules,” Ava said.

      “To hell with that,” Dante said, walking toward the door. “I am a Carelli man. I’ve got to check on them.” He looked right at me, as though there was a commandment at the ready, but then seemed to think better of it. “I’d say stay here but I know better.”

      “Smart man,” I said, following him to the door.

      “There are three guards on this door and four downstairs,” Dante told Ava and Sammy.

      “And a nine-millimeter strapped to my thigh,” Sammy said, patting her leg. “My babies are in this apartment, Dante. Nobody that isn’t supposed to be here is getting in.”

      “Yeah, you’re definitely Johnny’s woman.”

      The guards nodded us through the hallway, and we were silent as we took the stairs, Dante gripping my hand as he moved in front of me. The entire apartment building was quiet, likely filled with people holding tight to each other or stunned silent to do more than absorbing the destruction that had taken place in our small town in a matter of hours.

      “There was a flood once, back in Pistoia,” Dante said when we got to the first floor. “My uncle’s vineyard took on a lot of water, but the village below, it got most of the damage.” He rubbed his face, looking as tired as I felt. “Those people, they worked to clear away the damage for days, never complaining, never blaming God or each other, and the whole time, there was an eerie quietness, especially at night.” He looked at me, his expression shifting, like everything that had happened to us was replaying in his mind. “The night was so quiet. It was like the entire village held its breath and waited to wake up from a nightmare they shared.”

      “There’s no waking from this.”

      Dante grabbed me, wrapping his arms around me. “I wished like hell there was, Kitten.”
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      We found Smoke and Johnny in the basement surrounded by their men, who tried to stop us when we opened the door.

      “You son of a bitch, I should have known. You could never stay loyal. Fucking never!” Smoke screamed and I could just make out his back as he bent over someone slumped in a chair in front of him. There was a wide back and long legs, but nothing else of the person was visible.

      “Dimitri,” Dante called, frowning when Rickey, who I hadn’t seen for months, walked toward us. The front of his shirt was covered with blood. “I didn’t ask for you. I asked for my brother.”

      “He’s busy,” Rickey said, blocking our view.

      “Get the fuck out of my way.” Dante stood in front of me, his voice holding a warning.

      “Rickey, let them in. They should see this shit.” Smoke sounded exhausted, but still in control.

      I’d seen a lot of messed-up things working in this business for the wrong kind of people. Things I’d never be able to erase from my memory, but the worst of it was betrayal by the people that were trusted. This, though, this would kick the Carellis when they were already on the ground.

      “Son of a bitch,” I said, grabbing hold of Dante’s arm as we walked farther into the room.

      He was silent, his eyes wide and unblinking, as he stared at his brother and Johnny and a tied-up Luca DeRosa whose face was busted and bruised.

      “What…” Dante started, pulling his attention away from the man we both had known for decades, to stare at his big brother. “The fuck?”

      “We found this asshole standing over Dino…fucking Dino with a gun pointed square at him. Shot him in the fucking knee and was going for his head when we got to him.” Smoke’s jaw tightened, and he balled his fist, looking ready to lay into Luca, but Johnny gripped his shoulder. “I sent Rickey to the city after the ambush at the warehouse to dig around Liam’s guys. He came back last night with his report.” Smoke looked away from Luca to stare at Dante. “Spotted Luca, of all people, with some of Liam’s boys. Can you imagine? My old friend. Toni’s old…whatever. Sees this asshole yesterday and overhears Liam’s assholes talking about an attack. Couldn’t trust the phone lines, so he comes straight here, because he didn’t know when everything would go down, but it was too late. When he got here, all hell broke loose, and we went looking for Luca.” Smoke shook his head, that angry expression on his face intensifying. “We find him with Dino, getting ready to cap him.”

      “Is…Dino okay?” I asked, remembering the bashful guy who always gave sweet smiles.

      “He’ll live. He’s pissed.” Smoke’s nostrils flared, and he looked ready to use Luca as his own personal punching bag.

      “Why the hell would you do this?” Dante asked Luca, getting a lazy, slow look from the older man. But Luca only blinked at Dante, the expression long, one that he seemed to retreat from.

      “Got…got…it wr…wrong,” Luca tried, his busted lip making it hard to speak.

      Smoke wasn’t having any of it, though. Dino was his right hand. They were as close as brothers. When Dino got shot checking Smoke’s docks, he’d stayed with the man the entire time in the hospital, watching over him, protecting him. Dino was family. It wasn’t a surprise when Smoke silenced Luca with another punch to the jaw. “Shut the fuck up.”

      Dante stepped back, looking like he was ready to be sick. “I…can’t believe this shit.”

      “I should have never let you back in after you ran off with Toni.” Smoke moved his foot on Luca’s chair, between his legs. “You’ve been nothing but a fucking heartbreak for this entire family.” Then he kicked the chair back, sending Luca to the floor.

      Dante watched his brother, and something shifted in his eyes; the look on his face was disappointed and shocked, but, to my surprise, he didn’t seem mad. In fact, if anything, Dante looked…worried.

      “What are you gonna do with him?” Dante asked his brother, swallowing like his throat had turned to cotton.

      Smoked watched Dante, his gaze sharp, considering. “I need to know what he told Shane.” He looked back at Luca, curling his lip. “I’ll get it out of him, even if I have to bloody my knuckles raw to do it.”

      “Does…Toni know?” She’d hate this. Luca had broken her heart so many times. I wasn’t sure she could take another one. In the corner of my eye, Dante watched me as though my question wasn’t something he’d considered. By the way Smoke and Johnny looked at me, they didn’t either. “You didn’t think she was going to take this well, did you?”

      “Toni is loyal to her family,” Smoke reasoned.

      Dante jerked a look at him and something unsettling seemed to form in my stomach at that look. He’d been keeping something from me. I’d known that. I’d also known it had something to do with Toni and Luca. Was this the reason for his worried reaction? If it was, did that mean Dante would come clean to his brother? Or to me?

      And when he did, what would that secret do to this already broken family?
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      This wasn’t a time for drinking. It didn’t help. But being numb, while our world fell apart, while our father clung to life, seemed like the best choice. It was the quiet. It grated on my nerves and got under my skin.

      That and the memory of seeing Luca bloodied and bruised and knowing I could have stopped it.

      I should have stopped it.

      But Luca always told me never to let Dimitri know the truth. No matter the circumstance.

      “He won’t understand. He’s not rational, especially when he’s mad.”

      And I’d never seen my brother that mad.

      The bourbon went down like razors as I sat in Dario’s kitchen, waiting for the minutes to tick by. Waiting for news I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear. Kat slept on the sofa, and I hated to wake her. The exhaustion of the day finally caught up with her, so I let her sleep, instead of dragging her across the destroyed streets to my place. Johnny and Smoke took their families to a couple of the safe houses outside of town to get some rest.

      I refilled my glass, trying to wipe away the look in Luca’s eyes when he stared at me. There was no guessing what that look said. No reason for me to imagine what he was thinking. I knew it well enough. He’d told me a million times.

      “No one can know. Not a soul. No one can ever know why we’re doing this.”

      I hated the lies. I hated the betrayal. More than anything, I hated Toni and Luca, just a little bit, for putting me in the middle of their drama.

      But I’d do it again. A thousand times over, I’d do anything for them.

      Even lie to my family.

      “No matter what happens to me, you have to protect them.” I knew who Luca meant. I knew who meant the most to him. It was a promise I would never break. No matter how many lies I told in the process or how badly we got beaten for it.

      Luca made his choice. I was honoring that by keeping my mouth shut.

      But that didn’t mean it didn’t hurt like hell to see.

      Two soft knocks rapt against the door, and I glanced at Kat, snoring softly on the sofa before I got up to answer it. It was well past three in the morning. No one should be here, and if they were, it likely wasn’t good news.

      Door slipping open, my stomach dropped when I spotted Toni on the other side, her face swollen and red, eyes wet with tears. “Dante—”

      “Madonna…no,” I said, moving into the hallway, fearing the worst as I grabbed her. “Pop’s not…”

      “No. He’s stable. Critical but stable.” She leaned into me, letting her face fall onto my chest. “What did we do?” Ah. Luca. She’d heard. She knew already. This would be worse for her. Toni had loved the guy since she was a kid. Distance, time, nothing had ever changed that. I doubted anything ever would. “He’s so…the fucking idiot.”

      “We knew this could happen,” I told her, wiping her face dry. I glanced behind me, pulling the door closed and watching for Dimitri’s guys, who were scanning the hallways. Tugging Toni away from the door, I took her hand, dragging her to an alcove farther down the hall. “Did you see him?”

      “I had to. They weren’t going to let me, but Rickey, he knew I wasn’t gonna walk away.” She wiped her face when the tears started again and looked up at me, her chin shaking. Toni was never weak, never vulnerable, but right then, she looked ready to break apart. “They hurt him so bad…his face—”

      “I saw it. Dimitri was pissed.” Swallowing, I squeezed her shoulder, wishing I could pour some of my strength into her. “I don’t know how Luca stood it.”

      “Then…when I went in there, I had to pretend…oh, God, Dante, I had to act like I hated him. He gave me this look…I saw it in his eyes. He glared at me.” She took a breath, her hands shaking when she cleared her face of tears again. “I knew what he wanted. I called him a bastard and acted like I hated him then…I slapped him across the face.”

      “Toni…” Her sobs carried down the hallway, echoing as she cried, and I curled her into my arms, running my hand over her back.

      “His lip…it started bleeding again, and I cried. I yelled at him. Told him I hated him because Rickey, he was there, and, God, Dante, I do hate him…I want to for making us do this.”

      “You don’t hate him.”

      She gripped my collar, wetting my shirt. “I wish I knew how to.” Toni looked up at me. “It would make my life so much easier.”

      “But not happier.”

      Toni dropped her head, shaking it. “Probably not.”

      I leaned against the wall, exhausted, wishing I could crumble in my bed and sleep for a month. But I knew what would happen. Sleep wouldn’t come. There were too many things scattering the thoughts in my head. “Luca asks too much sometimes.” I lowered my voice, leaning on a shoulder to watch my sister. “But we both signed up for this.”

      “Why wouldn’t he just tell Dimitri the truth?”

      “You know why.” A glance over my shoulder, and I pushed off the wall, taking Toni to the end of the hallway. “It’s not that simple.”

      “We could save him.” She wasn’t thinking clearly, and her voice took on a desperate, frantic tone. It wasn’t like her. This wasn’t like my big sister at all. “We could tell Dimitri we were involved.” The tears were thicker now, her expression a little wild. My attention got frozen on her face and doing anything to calm her. I touched her cheek, head shaking, but Toni disregarded me, continuing her manic speech. “We have to tell him why we betrayed our family.”

      “No. Luca said—” Then the world fell out from under me. Just a few feet from us, Kat stood. Listening. She heard Toni. She probably made assumptions. From the look on her face, one thing was clear. She thought I was the same liar from the night of the raid. “Kat. Wait!”

      But she took off, running away from me, down the hall and out the exit, before I could stop her.
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      That family. This town. That man.

      I was too wrapped up in it all. My life wasn’t mine anymore, and it was all Dante’s fault.

      Fiji kept me drunk and happy and that’s where I should have stayed. Drunk. Happy. Wasted on freedom and life and worrying about nothing but what cute cabana boy would bring me my next umbrella drink.

      But Cuoricino brought me back.

      It was a virus I could never get out of my system.

      So was Dante and he always broke my heart.

      He was doing it now.

      The streets were empty. The buildings still smoldered, but I moved around them, not sure where I’d go or how I’d get away from him and the lies he kept from me. I didn’t know what they meant, Dante and Toni, but the betrayal was serious enough to keep their tones hushed. It was serious enough to have them hiding from the world at the end of the hallway.

      I wasn’t supposed to hear them. I wasn’t supposed to see.

      “It’s late,” Ronaldo, one of Smoke’s most loyal men, said as I moved through a section of fire damaged cars parked near Ava’s bakery. I didn’t know the guy well, but he seemed to know me.

      “What are you doing out here on your own? Without Dante?”

      “I was just—”

      I was being paranoid, stupid, but the man looked through me, like he could read my thoughts. Like he heard the second-hand conversation I’d picked up between Dante and Toni. I was still pissed at them, but some loyal, angry part of me wanted to protect them.

      “She’s not on her own.” Dante was sweating, winded, but he maintained his calm, inhaling as he approached, then stood at my side. “We were just heading back to my place.”

      That irrational fear in my head increased when Ronaldo shifted a look between us, remaining silent. But then Dante touched my shoulder, leading me away from the man, toward Frontman Street and his apartment.

      We got two blocks from Ronaldo before I laid into Dante. “Smoke will kill you…and he should.” He grunted when I jerked my shoulder out of his touch. “God, I can’t believe I trusted you. How could I? Your own family can’t trust you.”

      He grabbed my arm, turning me toward him. “That is not what’s happening here. In fact, you got zero clue what’s going on.” He scrubbed his hands over his face, head shaking. “You half hear a conversation and then take off without waiting for an explanation.”

      “I thought you couldn’t give me any of those. How many times have you told me you can’t tell me—”

      “D?” Davey, another of Smoke’s men asked, coming from the alleyway near Dante’s apartment. “You good man?”

      “Golden,” he said, taking my arm. “Shitty night. Everybody is in their feelings.” The man nodded, and I let Dante usher me through the intersection and into his building. “My brother has ears everywhere right now and I’m not letting those assholes fill in the blanks for him before I tell you what you didn’t hear.”

      He nodded toward the elevator when the doors opened, and I stepped inside, going quiet as we shot up to the third floor. We weren’t out of the elevator and inside his apartment more than a minute before Dante opened his mouth, ready to speak, but I cut him off.

      “This better be good. If it’s not—”

      “I’m not a fucking backstabber. Not in the way you think. I never have been. As far as me not able to give you explanations, I won’t have you thinking that shit about me. Besides, of anyone, Luca will have to understand I trust you. I love you. I won’t have you thinking the worst of me.”

      “Then tell me.”

      Dante nodded, motioning to the sofa, but I didn’t sit. My stomach was in knots, and I couldn’t get my hands to quit shaking. He glanced at my fingers, his mouth tightening into a line, before he moved to the bar and made two drinks.

      “Here,” he said, handing me a glass, downing nearly half before he started. “All this started back before the raid on Dario’s place. Way before.” He took another drink, and I had to fight the urge to touch him. His father was fighting for his life. But that didn’t change things. Dante had answers to give. “You had already left MIT and started taking on other clients. Out of town. Dimitri had me running around doing low-level shit on the docks. I felt…useless. Stupid.”

      He walked to the window, sitting down on the seat in front of it. “Luca, he wanted back in. He wanted to make amends with Dimitri for everything that went down with Toni and I, well, I felt responsible since you and me helped them. I told him I could help. Whatever they needed. They told me to stay out of it at first. They wouldn’t get me involved, but no one was going to give Luca an inch. He’s a good man, Kat. We both know that.”

      “I thought he was. Until…tonight.” The whiskey was warm, but it did nothing to ease the ache in my stomach.

      Dante only watched me, giving nothing away. If he disagreed with me, I couldn’t tell. “Luca would have done anything to earn Dimitri’s trust again. Anything. He thought the best way to do that was to get intel on McKinney.” The tension in the room thickened as Dante watched me, and I could tell he was gearing up to tell me things I wouldn’t like. “Luca thought if he could…get intel on McKinney, on Shane, who he’d heard were moving in on Smoke’s docks, then Dimitri would trust him again. But he needed to get close. Shane had approached Dario for months, trying to get him to sell smack out of his bar. He turned him down flat every time.

      “Your family doesn’t mess with drugs. Anyone with half a brain knows that.”

      Dante stared at the whiskey in his glass, his expression sour. “Yeah, well, Shane has never been accused of having even a quarter brain, but it was the in we needed. Luca would never be trusted on his own.” He looked up at me, that expression dark now. “But if I could get Shane to trust me, if I sold that shit from Dario’s place…”

      Finally, I sat on the sofa, the glass dangling from my fingers. “You did it to get Luca inside Shane’s syndicate?”

      “And inside McKinney’s. I told them he was a big buyer. He’d funnel product to the region, expand the market. They knew Luca.” He took another drink. “They thought Dimitri still hated him. Shane was immediately interested.”

      My head felt clouded and that ache in my stomach tightened. “But why wouldn’t you just tell Dario or Dimitri?”

      Dante’s laugh was short, bitter. “You’re kidding, right? They had me running stock from one dock to another. I’d begged for more responsibility for months. But I was a punk kid, Kitten. You know that. I was a hothead. For years, I told myself I did that shit for Luca, to help him get on the inside, so he could ultimately help our family, but really, I did that shit because my brothers never thought I was capable of anything so big.”

      The ice in my glass had watered down the whiskey. I set it aside, not thirsty anymore. “And it blew up in your face.”

      “Luca got in too deep. We all did. Shane…complicated things, and McKinney would only trust Luca if he could get intel from Dimitri’s books.” Dante looked away, as though something bothered him that he couldn’t talk about. As though there was more he wanted to say but didn’t have the words for.

      “Tell me you didn’t.”

      “I didn’t have to. Toni—”

      “My God…”

      He stood then, coming to the coffee table to sit across from me. “It was old data. Nothing new and nothing that Dimitri would miss. Elevated numbers that could be blamed on Mickey Finney, who was already going at his docks.” There was still a faint scent of smoke in his hair mixed with the shampoo from the shower he’d taken earlier. “He just never knew it was McKinney piggybacking on those jobs.”

      “This makes no sense.” I shook my head, rubbing the back of my neck. “Why risk your lives, your family’s just to get on McKinney’s good side? Especially when I could have gotten data for you.”

      Dante downed his drink, staring at the ice as he held the glass in his hand. That was a look I knew well. Avoidance. Hesitation. He couldn’t hide from me.

      “There’s something else, isn’t there?”

      He shifted his gaze up, eyes narrowed and tight. “Luca doesn’t trust anyone, Kitten…”

      “Do you trust me?” I held my breath, waiting for his answer, remembering how I hurt him when I admitted, not that long ago, I didn’t trust him. We were different now. I was, and Dante wasn’t me. He was open. He loved hard. It was what I envied most about him.

      He moved off the table and knelt in front of me. The look he gave me was so hard, so solid, I couldn’t breathe. “I’d die for you.” Dante leaned closer, moving a hand to my hip. “I’d kill for you.” When I thought he wouldn’t get any closer, he used his free hand to tilt my chin up. Voice low, lethal, what Dante said rattled everything inside me. “There isn’t anyone in this world I trust more…want more…love more.”

      “What about your family?”

      Dante held my face with one hand, his thumb smoothing across my cheekbone. The sweet smell of his breath invaded my senses as he moved in close. “You’re the only family I need.”

      It was hard to think when he kissed me like that. The soft, sweet warmth of his tongue was almost as good as the way he directed me, demanding that I give in with the pressure of his lips over mine.

      “This isn’t going to solve our problems.”

      “Maybe not,” Dante said, mouth scorching my neck as he kissed me there, “but it’ll feel really fucking good.”

      Every kiss against my body was a prayer. Every scrape of his teeth on my breast as he pulled down my shirt was a sacrament. Dante owned me, worshiped me, without uttering a single syllable. I never believed my hips were round enough, or my breasts large enough, but Dante treated my body like I was the most luscious woman in the world. He devoured me, humming moans and pleased noises against my skin. It was a song I could never get tired of.

      “You taste so good, Kitten.” He looked up, those dark, devil eyes like melted chocolate, as he lifted my shirt and nibbled my stomach. “Everywhere.” His movements were slow, calculated—fingers unbuckling my jeans, lowering my zipper as he rustled his nose against my center. “I could live here and never leave.”

      He wiggled me out of my jeans, but stopped there, picking me up to wrap my legs around his waist and move us into his bedroom. Dante never let his mouth leave mine, his low, soft noises as he kissed me only fueling me, making me wetter. The way he touched me, gripping my bottom, holding me against him, pulled every thought from my mind except one: him and me alone.

      We fell together on the mattress and Dante tugged off my shirt, automatically going for the straps of my bra, pushing them out of the way to free my breasts. “Fucking beautiful,” he said, cupping me, lapping his tongue against one nipple.

      “God…that feels good,” I said, weaving my fingers in his hair.

      He only moved away from me long enough to pull his shirt over his head, then he was back, dragging my legs around his waist and my hands to his back. “Touch me.”

      Nails over his back, along his shoulder, Dante dipped his mouth to my neck, letting out a rough grunt as I pushed against him, loving the sensation of his cock against me, grinding, teasing.

      I wanted him inside me, to feel every inch of him. I wanted the disaster of the day to disappear and the horror of what might come to be a memory ripped from my mind, if only for a little while. We could do that for each other. Forget with our bodies pressed together, making promises no secrets could break.

      “Dante,” I told him, pulling his mouth away from my breast. He watched me with a half-dazed, love-drunk expression. I loved that my body, my mouth had given him that look. “Get inside me.”

      “Fuck…” He may have been shaken by my words, but he wasn’t rattled. Dante rid me off my thong then I was naked underneath him. “This is how I like you. Warm…” He touched my stomach, kissing each hip before he slipped two fingers inside me. “And wet.” He spread my legs, opening me for him, lapping his mouth over me once, nibbling and sucking against my skin as he inched down my body. My limbs were electrified, and I lifted my arms, gripping the headboard above me to keep me tethered to the earth.

      “Yes, D…”

      He slipped out of his jeans, holding himself as I watched him, that long, hungry look on his face fiery as he stared down at me. “You want this?” I could only nod, my breath thinning the longer he stroked himself. He was beautiful, shoulders wide, chest round and solid, thick thighs and narrow hips. Absolutely perfect to me. “Everything I am, is yours, Kitten.”

      Dante moved slow, directing himself, teasing my pussy with the tip of his cock as he hovered over me. The smell of his skin was heady and rich, and I couldn’t help but reach for him, needing to touch him as he slipped closer and closer to me.

      “This,” he said, moving fully inside me, one hand resting on my hip. Dante dug his fingers into my skin and closed his eyes, head twisting like the feel of my body was too good, the sensation too overwhelming. “This is mine…” He looked down at me again, breath coming fast. “All mine.”

      “And this,” I said, pushing him further in with my legs around his waist, drawing him deeper, arching against him to feel all he had to give me, “this is mine…oh god…”  Dante pushed in further, taking control, he lifted my leg in one hand, holding me open for him, taking everything I had. I was numb from how he worked inside me, from the buzzing sensation of his body going deeper and deeper.

      I dug my nails on his shoulders, unable to help myself, and Dante grunted when I broke the skin, leaning down to suck a nipple between his lips, his teeth scraping against my sensitive skin. I moved my hips to meet him then, getting close to the edge, feeling the sensation of an orgasm cresting and Dante seemed to notice.

      “God, Kitten, I love it when you tighten around me. I could die…right here.”

      My body tightened, felt restless, like something inside me waited and wanted, and I didn’t know how to reach for anything. Dante seemed to know what that something was. He quickened he movements, spreading me wider, going deeper still as he reached up, gripping the pillow above my head. “Hold on, baby. I’ve got you.” Then he lowered again, sucking on my nipple, teeth and mouth hard, sending me over the edge.

      Dante rocked into me harder, obliterating my body, making my orgasm last. He gripped my hair, watching as I shattered, and the look on his face was awed, amazed until his movements quickened then became sloppy. “Kitten…” And he came, moving harder and harder, crashing into me as the world splintered apart, but this time, we didn’t break.
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      “There’s no way I can leave you behind.”

      Dante never made grand statements like that. He said what he meant, but mostly, if he thought what he did would threaten someone he loved, he’d take on the risk himself. Tonight, I found out that was how he’d ended up in Pisonia. That was how Luca and Toni had looped him into their schemes, even if they hadn’t wanted him there in the first place.

      “Didn’t realize you were still thinking that.” I rolled to my side, rubbing a hand over his flat stomach. “It’s like you’re just meeting me or something.”

      He opened his eyes, brows shooting up. “No judgment, Kitten, but is this,” he waved between our naked bodies, “how you get along with guys you just meet? That seems overly friendly.”

      “Funny. Real damn funny.”

      He waved me off, tugging on my waist to bring me close. “I’m just finally admitting that there’s no way I can set things in motion like I want and do it without you.” Dante shrugged, running his fingers through the back of my hair. “I need you.” He looped the ends around one finger, giving it a light tug. “Besides, you have your uses, and I might get lonely.”

      That comment earned him a gut punch, one he took with a cackle as he rolled over me, pinning my hands over my head. “You couldn’t do without me,” I promised him.

      “No,” he agreed, leaning down, “I couldn’t. Wouldn’t want to even try.” His kiss came quick and didn’t linger, but I still felt it in my toes just the same.

      The threats we faced hadn’t gone anywhere, but there was a haze moving in the apartment. It was our own safe haven, where no one could touch us. I didn’t know how long that would last or where we’d be when that haven was destroyed, but for now, I just wanted to watch him and kiss him and dream about a day when no one was trying to kill the people we cared about.

      “We could do it, you know? Get them all out,” I promised. The thought had come to me after the first time Dante had mentioned his plan to free his family from the mob. “I meant what I said. I have a team I trust. They’re smooth and stealthy. We could get McKinney’s data.”

      “And his money? Bankrupt him?” Dante asked, leaning into my touch.

      “Money is the easiest thing in the world to get. What has more value is information. That’s what he has and what we need. On all the families. We get that and your family is free. We get that and no one can touch them.”

      “Dimitri will never go for it.” Dante sat back, pressing his lips together, a tell he gave away anytime he was trying to figure something out. “But, hell, if he doesn’t know—”

      “And by the time he does, it’ll be all over with.” I sat up, straddling Dante. “We can do it.”

      “And I can’t convince you to let me handle it?” I tilted my head, making him laugh. “Yeah, I figured.”

      “I do have my uses.”

      Dante looked me over, his gaze followed by his sweet, teasing touch as he skimmed his hand over my breast. “You are good for a few things, Kitten—”

      “Wanna show me your favorite one?”

      “Fuck yeah,” he said, reaching up and tackling me until I was underneath him, his body flattening mine sweetly. Dante lifted my knee, pressing against me, and I arched up, ready to take what he offered, but we were interrupted, breaking apart when the sound of someone beating on the door rattled through the apartment. He held up his hand, slipping off the bed to pull on his boxers and grab the nine-millimeter under the mattress. “Stay behind me.”

      Dante was halfway through the living room with me throwing on his discarded tee when the banging started up again.

      “Dante, open up!” Dario called from the other side. “We got a situation.”

      He hustled to the door, glancing at me, giving me a once-over before he looked through the peephole. “You good?” he asked me.

      “Yeah.”

      Then he opened it, letting in a frantic-looking Dario.

      “The hell, man? It’s four in the morning.” Dante held his nine in one hand and stood in front of me, arms folded as he watched his brother move into the apartment, looking out the window to the street below.

      “We got a serious problem,” Dario said, digging his cell out of his pocket. He looked down once, then stared at Dante. “Our idiotic sister has disappeared.”

      “Disappeared—”

      “She split and took Luca with her.”
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      Dimitri didn’t like being lied to. No one did, but he’d rather someone knock him good in the jaw than lie to his face. It’s what he always said, at least.

      “A punch, you see coming. A lie stays in the shadows. I know what to expect with a right hook.”

      If I was being technical, I hadn’t lied to him. But non-disclosures were just as bad, and I had no intention of telling my brothers what Luca and Toni had been up against for years.

      Or that I had been part of it.

      “This family is led by their balls,” Dimitri said, pacing around the safehouse basement like a tiger itching to pounce.

      “Toni doesn’t have balls,” Dario reminded him, holding up his hands when Dimitri glared at him.

      “The hell she doesn’t,” Johnny said. “She just wears them on her chest.” He held his hands to demonstrate.

      “I get she loves the guy, but Madonna…what the fuck is going on in her head?” Smoke pulled out a Zippo from his pocket, clicking it open and shut. It was a throwback to his pack-a-day habit that he’d dropped more than a decade ago. The Zippo only came out now when he was really on edge and our sister somehow getting Luca away from Dimitri’s men would have that asshole jumping off it.

      “She loves him,” Kat said, shrugging when Dimitri glared at her. “I’m just saying. This shouldn’t be a surprise.” Kat leaned into my touch when I squeezed her shoulder. “She’s been stupid over him since she was a kid. You had to know she’d at least try to get him out.”

      “No,” Dimitri started, his voice biting, like it was somehow Kat’s fault Toni had taken off. “I expected my own flesh and blood to be loyal to her family, especially when our father is lying in the hospital fighting for his life!”

      “Calm down,” I told him, not liking his tone. “Kat’s not the one that helped Toni spring Luca.” Dimitri shook his head, and the clicking on the Zippo increased.

      “How the hell did she get the jump on you?” I asked Rickey. The man rubbed his chest, like the spot ached.

      “Taser. I’d sent the other guys to patrol. Luca was passed out. Didn’t think I’d have any problems.” Dimitri patted his back and Rickey straightened. “I woke up and she’d zip-tied me.” He glanced at my brother but didn’t manage to look him straight in the eyes. “Boss, I’m sorry.”

      Dimitri shook his head, giving him a wave as if to say, Don’t mention it.

      “What a fucking mess.” Dimitri stared around the room, rubbing the back of his neck. “The town is a mess, and we can’t ask people to stay. Everyone is leaving and I think that might be for the best.” The clicking on the Zippo slowed as Dimitri walked to the sofa, sitting on the arm. “Ma is still at the hospital. Let’s keep her there. In Edgemont. There’s a hotel there and a staff at the hospital that I trust. I don’t want her knowing what Toni did. Not yet.

      “We have safehouses outside the city, enough to keep the family protected. We’ll rely on those and keep everyone separated as a precaution.” Dimitri nodded, scanning the room like the ideas he had were coming to him like a list, and he needed everyone to see it. He frowned, rubbing his chin, his voice low and angry. “Trust is a luxury we can’t afford. We gotta evaporate for a while.”

      The room went quiet as my brother laid out his plan, nodding to me and Kat like a sergeant dolling out commands to his troops. “Kat, the van from the job is still loaded with your equipment. I need you to keep tabs on Shane and Toni. If she leaves any kind of a trail, I want to know about it.” Then Dimitri pointed to me, head tilting. “Go where the ships are. The little one.” It was a coded message for our grandparents’ beach house on Shippan Point in Stamford. Even now, among his men and our cousin’s people, Dimitri limited who he trusted. “We have burners. Use them.” Then, Dimitri gripped my neck, ignoring everyone else in the room. My stomach dropped at the look in his eyes. He wouldn’t understand why I’d helped Luca and Toni. He’d never understand why she’d gotten Luca out. But he was still my brother and I loved him. Disappointing him was the last thing I wanted to do.

      I’d give anything to tell Dimitri the truth, but here, now, where there were too many eyes and ears and very few people we could trust, just wasn’t the time. Besides, telling him would delay me and Kat from getting my family out. I couldn’t let that happen.

      “Be safe,” Dimitri said, looking between us. “Take care of each other.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue. A confession. But I bit it back. “Always.”

      Dimitri spared me a soft tap against my face. It was good-natured, brotherly, like he wanted to say more but wouldn’t. Then he turned and gave orders to Dario and Johnny. We scattered, each heading out to cars that weren’t ours, for places we didn’t own.

      “Come on,” I told Kat, hesitating for a second to glance back at my brothers, wondering when I’d see them again. Wondering if the next time, I’d be able to tell them everything I did to free them from this life. Wondering if they’d forgive me for it.

      Dario nodded to me then disappeared down the street with Ava, holding her hand as we all piled into our vehicles. Dimitri and Maggie took Mateo, following three of his men to a waiting car, while Johnny and Sammy packed their kids into theirs.

      Then Kat and I were in the van, holding our phones, buckling our seat belts and weaving through a burnt-out Cuoricino, the same as other devastated townsfolk and my family.

      Kat made one call, to her folks, getting an update on Drew and assuring them she’d be safe. They’d be going to her aunt’s place in Rhode Island until things in town were safe again and Drew was healed up. “I hated not telling them where we were going.” She stared out the window, sniffling as we passed the remains of the high school. “It’s all gone.”

      “They’ll rebuild.”

      The park remained, but the gazebo was nothing more than ash.

      “Who is ‘they?’” she asked, glancing at me.

      “Whoever is left, I suppose.”

      “But not us?” Kat’s sniffles increased, but she wiped the tears away when I glanced at her. She wasn’t the sentimental type.

      “You hate this town.”

      “It’s still home. Not this…ship place Smoke wants us to go to.” She cleared her throat, drying her face a final time with the back of her sleeve. “Where is this place anyway?”

      “He wants us in Shippan Point.” I turned toward the town limits, moving away from the interstate. We’d take the back roads. “Our grandparents have a beach house there. It’s in Connecticut.”

      “Oh.” Kat adjusted the vanity mirror in front of her, squinting at the cars behind us. The turn-off was coming up. We’d follow Dimitri and Dario toward Highway 26 for another fifty miles. “Won’t it be cold there?”

      “Very,” I told her, watching my brothers move ahead of me as they drove.

      Dimitri’s driver signaled to the left, and Dario followed suit. Half a mile ahead and we’d put Coursino behind us.

      “I don’t like the cold,” Kat said, flipping the mirror up. The turn-off came and Dimitri and Dario’s cars made the turn, but I moved ahead, staying straight. “Hey, what are you doing? You missed the turn.”

      My cell instantly rang.

      I sped up, putting as much distance between us and my brothers as possible.

      “Give me that burner phone.”

      “What? I don’t understand,” Kat said, but she still handed over the phone, mouth dropping open when I threw both phones Dimitri gave us out the window. “Dante, what the hell?”

      “It’s better this way.”

      She watched me, leaning against the door, her expression awed. “You have totally lost it.”

      “Tell me you don’t think I’m right.” I glanced at Kat, laughing at her rounded eyes and opened mouth. “I don’t think I’ve ever shocked you in our whole lives.”

      “What are you planning?”

      “We know Toni isn’t trying to fuck over my brother.” I adjusted my seat belt, winking at Kat when she shrugged. “So there’s no need to track her.”

      “You want to start working on the plan now.” I nodded and Kat’s surprised expression turned to pleasure. “I like that.”

      “I thought you would.”

      Then, Kat straightened, lifting her feet to the dash. “If we’re stuck with each other for a while, there’s just one thing you have to agree to.”

      “Name it,” I said, liking that smirk on her face.

      “I think I deserve to know everything.” She folded her arms, giving me a look that dared me to challenge her. “What is Luca hiding from everyone?”

      Damn, this woman. I loved her. She meant everything to me. Always had and, hell, if I was honest, she always would. There was no way around it. Kat Harrell was mine. She was inside my head, implanted in my heart and had been since we were kids. One day, sooner rather than later, if I could convince her, she’d be my wife. There was nothing I could keep from her. Even Luca’s secret.

      “Sit back, Kitten, and let me tell you the story about the woman McKinney’s got locked up in his compound.” I grinned at her, in anticipation of shocking her again. “Luisa DeRosa. Luca’s kid sister.”
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      It was the largest warehouse anyone had ever seen on the east coast. Old, forgotten, it had once been a pillow factory. Who the hell buys an abandoned pillow factory? Turns out, I did.

      “It’s perfect, in the middle of nowhere.” Kat had promised when she found it just outside of Bangor, Maine, eight months ago. “No one will bother us here.”

      East Willis Valley wasn’t Cuoricino, but it was close, and the tiny apartment above a Thai restaurant reminded us of our hometown. But there were no Carellis. No fine Italian dining or Kat’s grandmother making the most delicious gyoza ever created.

      There was just her and me and the plan.

      It was colder here in December than in New York. The kind of cold that went straight to our bones, but we couldn’t miss this meeting, and hoped we didn’t end up dead when it was over.

      “They’re here,” Kat said, nodding to the black Mercedes pulled up in front of the warehouse. “He’s gonna hate this.”

      “Fuck him. He better say thank you.” I opened the door to the Lincoln, motioning for Kat to exit. “Come on. Let’s get this over.”

      The large door around back creaked when I opened it. Despite hating the idea, Kat went through the front after she promised to keep her hand wrapped around the handle of the 38 in her coat pocket. Her heels clicked against the concrete floor as she walked toward Dimitri and Johnny, their shoulders straightening and feet planted wide as she approached.

      “Son of a bitch,” Dimitri said as she got closer, reaching for his gun.

      “Aw, Smoke, that’s no way to greet your sister-in-law, is it?” Kat told him, and I tried not to laugh at the way he went completely still, or the fact that he seemed able to only blink at her.

      Johnny, though, wasn’t as easy to ruffle. He looked around the warehouse, to the large server behind them, his breath fogging as he spoke. “What the fuck am I doing here freezing my balls off?”

      “We wanted to let you in on a few things,” Kat told him, not smiling when my cousin frowned. “I swear.”

      “We?” Dimitri said, stuffing his hands back into his coat pockets. When Kat looked over their shoulders, toward me, I moved in, making my brother and cousin turn. A lot of things crossed Dimitri’s expression, mostly anger. He looked ready to knock me around a little, even made a step in my direction, but then Kat moved to my side, grabbing my hand. His anger died a little as he looked between us, and if I wasn’t wrong, there seemed to be a small bit of relief passing in his eyes.

      “The fuck kind of Hallmark Christmas bullshit did I just walk into?” Johnny asked, his voice loud. “Why am I here?”

      “Because…we’re saving your ass.” Kat gave Johnny’s attitude right back to him, staring between him and Dimitri without backing down. “Everyone’s ass.”

      I watched my brother, moving my chin in his direction when he only went on staring at me, keeping silent. I glanced at Kat, then I looked at my brother again. “So…you ready to hear what we’re planning?”

      Dimitri twisted his lips, eyes squinting like he couldn’t quite understand what we were asking him. I glanced down at Kat when she tugged on my hand then glanced at my brother again.

      “Smoke?” Kat said, head tilted.

      “You got married?” he asked us, jaw clenching. We nodded. “In a church? By a priest?”

      “No,” I said, confused by his worry.

      Then, Dimitri’s frown transformed into a smirk. “Ma is gonna kick your ass.”
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        Want to read how Antonia and Luca first got together?

        Read an excerpt from WILD ONES in A Book A Day Presents:

        Color Theory 2: Love, The Tie That Binds
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      Cuoricino, New York

      June 2011

      If I was a gambler, I’d lay money on Antonia Carelli putting her folks in an early grave.

      Loud, entitled, and wild, the woman was a handful. And because life wasn’t fair, she was beautiful. Those weren’t thoughts I should have about my boss’s kid sister. There couldn’t be a woman more off limits than Antonia. So, of course, because the universe hated me, she was my responsibility.

      Smoke had tried softening the blow when he gave me the assignment. Babysitting duty. I   got landed the gig because her drug of choice was running the park in this tiny, nothing town, and I’d been his trainer back in the day before I’d fucked up and landed myself a five-year stint for a few B and Es. Two weeks in her company and I was rethinking my hobbies.

      But it wouldn’t be the first time I’d seen Antonia Carelli. That had come years ago, when she was barely fourteen, I was about to mess up my entire life, and Smoke gave up his dreams to keep his family safe.

      What I’d heard of who Antonia was now, wasn’t anything like the sweet kid she’d been back in the day. Now she and her mother rattled the windows when they argued during Smoke’s meetings at his folks’ restaurant. Got treated to that shit the first week he hired me on.

      “She’s twenty,” Smoke said. “Thinks she knows everything. Thinks the rules don’t apply to her.”

      “Everybody thinks that way at that age.”

      He shrugged, not disagreeing with me, maybe because I knew what he’d been like at twenty. His kid sister was probably cut from the same cloth. “She’s fucked up before, running around, sneaking out, getting into clubs she shouldn’t be in.” He glanced behind us, pointing to the Beamer with the busted front end parked in the back of the Carelli’s lot. “But this time she could have gotten herself killed. Let some punk drive her around the city and abandon her in Brooklyn. Lost her phone. Had to walk three blocks to an all-night pharmacy to call our cousin Johnny to come get her.”

      “Anybody mess with her?” She was a brat, from the noise I’d heard her making, but even brats didn’t deserve being left on their own.

      Smoke clenched his jaw, like even the thought of someone messing with his kid sister had him ready to get his fists bloody. “She wouldn’t say.” He glanced again at the car, then waved off whatever he was thinking. “You watching over her, it’s only for the summer. Until her classes start back up.”

      “Not a problem,” I promised him, like an idiot. I had zero clue the tornado Smoke had just assigned me to wrangle…or how much I’d enjoy the ride.
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      Cuoricino was tiny, even by small town standards and the Carellis ruled it. My mom met Mrs. Carelli’s sister Maria in college and when Mom got put out by her own people—a strict Catholic Haitian Creole family from New Orleans transplanted in New York for two generations— for getting pregnant with a stranger’s baby, it was Maria’s family who stayed loyal. It was a safe place. But sometimes, a bad element trickled into town. Sometimes, that bad element left shadows that never went away.

      Antonia Carelli dealt with hers a long time and, if I was into psychoanalyzing dumb shit kids do, I’d say she was still dealing.

      She was fourteen when the robbery happened. It went down at Musso’s deli, five blocks from her folk’s restaurant. Kids hung out there after school for as long as anyone could remember but at two that afternoon, during midterms, with Antonia being the smartest in her class, she was exempt and waited out her friends when two assholes from Staten Island chose Musso’s to rob.

      They didn’t count on Mr. Musso putting up a fight before they had five slugs in him. They didn’t count on Antonia Carelli hiding behind boxes of giardiniera as the old man bled out on the floor and they cleaned out his register. It was a full half hour before she moved from that spot and another still before anyone could convince her to leave the old man’s side.

      “He just laid there…watching me,” she’d told her mother.

      The town went into lock down mode. Smoke’s parents summoned him home. My mom did the same to me. Smoke’s father worried about anyone finding out Antonia had witnessed the whole thing and wanted his brother’s son, Johnny Carelli, a Made Man, to do some digging. I offered to keep Antonia safe at our place.

      She didn’t speak much, refused anything we offered to feed her. And even though I promised my mom I had nothing to say to a fourteen-year-old, I sat down across from her on the kitchen table with a set of dominoes between us. Antonia glanced at me, then down at my hands resting on the case, then back up at me, asking a question with those glassy doe eyes of hers.

      “It’ll pass the time.”

      “You…wanna set up dominoes around the house and knock them down?” She frowned at my laugh, curling her arms tight.

      “Tiles ain’t for knocking down. It’s a game. It’s fun,” I said, getting a frown in return. “I can teach you or, you know, you can go back to staring at the walls and letting your head fill up with shit you don’t wanna remember. What you think?”

      “Please teach me.”

      That’s what I did, for the next couple of hours, I went over shuffling and opening the game, passing and bye-ing, scoring, draws, bidding and blocking, arms and aces, until this kid was laughing at me, then at my mom when she joined us, screaming at me when I beat her.

      “You good?” I asked her as we packed up the last game and she finally agreed to eat something. I could tell she watched me, maybe that she was grateful I took her mind off the shitstorm she’d landed in.

      “I am now.” She had half of my mom’s peach cobbler down when she muttered a low but clear, “thanks.”

      In the end, those punks turned on each other. Antonia testified and Smoke took his cousin’s advice and decided to take protecting his family and their town from anything like that ever happening again a little more seriously. Doing that began a full-time job, not just the hobby it had been. I’d spent a lot of time away from our small town but sometimes, when I thought about it, I wondered about that kid and how she’d turned out.

      Sitting outside the Carelli family courtyard, roasting in the mid-afternoon heat, listening to the same bullshit mumble rap on repeat, I didn’t have to guess.

      That kid was kind of an asshole now.

      “You aren’t that good of an actor.”  There was a whine in the brat’s voice that was forced, something that came on strong when she wanted attention. I’d heard it a million times, usually when her pop was laying down the law and she didn’t want to play nice. That shit would work on a lesser man, but Mr. Carelli wasn’t a lesser man. Even when it came to his only daughter.

      “I know you’re watching me behind those dark shades.” Antonia stretched her arms wide, making a slow descent behind her as she leaned back.

      The sun was bright, glistening over every inch of exposed skin she had on display and trust me, there was a lot of it. That thing she tried passing off as a bathing suit was nothing more than three scraps of material and thread.

      Pool day. Fucking hated pool day.

      “And I’m not an idiot,” Antonia tried again when I kept my nose down and my attention on the Sports Illustrated in front of me.

      “That’s debatable,” I mumbled, knowing she could hear me, not caring that she could.

      She sat up straight and I glanced up from the pages long enough to catch how stiff she held herself and the lift of her chin. “You aren’t supposed to talk to me like that.”

      “That right?” Eyes down on the page, I went back to the article on Kona Hale and the new four-year contract he’d just signed with the Broncos.

      “You work for us.” Even this little shit’s tone was entitled, with a confidence she hadn’t come close to earning.

      “I work for Smoke.”

      “Smoke…Dimitri is my brother.”

      “You shitting me? Had no idea.” She flipped me off and the hot pink nail with the white heart in the center had me laughing. Antonia lowered her hand, but the frown still kept her mouth tight as I threw down the magazine, laughing when I relaxed against the deck chair. “Ya know, kiddo, you’re disrespectful, and that,” I demonstrated a bird flip of my own, “is exactly why your family has me babysitting you all damn summer.”

      When Antonia opened her mouth, likely ready to put me in my place, I gave her my hand, not bothering to look at her as I cut off whatever bullshit she was ready to spit out. “You can save the stupid threats you’re about to make because none of that mess will work on me. Smoke signs my checks. Not his bratty ass sister.” When I caught the sound of her small gasp, I glanced her way, spotting how round her eyes had gotten and the small circle she made with her mouth. “What’s the problem? No one ever call you a brat to your face?”

      “None of the…help.”

      A small throb kicked off against my neck and I leaned forward, not lowering my voice as she watched me. “Get this straight…I ain’t nobody’s help. I got a job. I do it. I’m not a butler or a driver or a housekeeper and I damn sure ain’t some rich white chick’s…” It was her grin that shut me up, had me realizing quick that I just got played. “Something funny?”

      “You got a temper.” Antonia turned on her side, relaxed, looking a little too satisfied, like she was happy she got to me. “It’s nice to know you’re not a robot.”

      Slumping against the chair, I adjusted my shades, exhaling a quick, “You’re an asshole, kid.”

      “I’m not a kid, old man.”

      I jerked the glasses off, pointing at her with them. “That is below the belt.”

      “What are you, fifty?”

      “Funny.” She thought she was cute. Maybe she was, but I wouldn’t tell her that. Little shit was too full of herself as it was.

      “Well?”

      I tapped my shades against my knees, eyeing her, ignoring the dimple in her right cheek and the sweat that collected in her collarbone as she watched me. “None of your business.”

      She waved me off, looking a little irritated, before she leaned back on her elbows, stretching her foot into the pool. “You must be older than Smoke. I mean, you were older than him when you trained him.”

      “Think so, huh?”

      A small nod and Antonia rolled her neck. That bead of sweat shifted, moved right between her big— I stuffed my glasses back on and picked up the magazine again before she reached for her sunscreen and reapplied. Definitely not a kid anymore. What the hell was wrong with me?

      “Aunt Maria has all these pictures of you and your mother in her den. You were younger, you had more hair then,” she motioned with her hands, making a circle, “somebody liked natural curls and an undercut back in the day. Now you’re all short and tight and lined up. And I remember…that day. At your mom’s house…the dominoes. Besides, Dimitri always talked about you when he was fighting.”

      “He was a damn good boxer.” A flash of memory sliced through my head—Smoke punching on the bag, flinging sweat across the mats, grunting like an animal, and the guys in my gym arguing over who had to spar with him. He could have gone all the way. “Hard worker.” She shrugged, not seeming interested in her brother’s killed boxing career. “You still play?” Antonia frowned, looking confused so I clarified. “Dominoes.”

      “Oh, no. Not for a while. Sometimes my dormmate Nita and I will play but she pledged Zeta last semester, so she’s been busy.” She glanced over me, her attention landing on the scar along my forehead, then down to the slashes that lightened the tops of my knuckles. All were leftovers from the shit assholes started with me in prison. They’d never go away, but then not much from that hellhole would. “What happened to you?” Antonia’s question pulled my attention from the past. Her asking shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. When I shook my head, reminded by just how young she was, Antonia stopped reapplying her sunscreen, her attention fully on me. “What? Did I say something wrong?”

      “Your mama ever teach you about not asking rude questions?”

      She paused, staring blankly before she shrugged, like the question wasn’t one that deserved much of her attention. “I don’t always listen.”

      “That’s for damn sure.” I nodded to the wrecked car still parked in the lot.

      “That wasn’t on purpose.”

      “It was still your choice, right?” She ignored me, concentrating again on lotioning her legs. Smoke had got nothing from her about the wreck. Neither had her folks or any of her people. Hell, they’d even gotten Dante, the youngest Carelli, a freshman in high school to talk to her about it, but the brat was giving nothing away. Whoever she was covering for, had to have some serious shit on her. She went five minutes without being rude or getting in my business. That was a record. “What, now you’re quiet?”

      “It’s none of your business.” She’d already lotioned her legs and arms but my question seemed to piss her off or at least, get under her skin. She kept rubbing the shit over her shoulders, then down her forearms like stopping would give her zero distraction and she’d be forced to find some other bullshit to say to me. None of it true.

      “You’re right. It ain’t my business, but you’re the one who started asking nosey questions.” I moved from the chair, ignoring how closely she watched me as I sat next to her, ditching my shoes and socks before I rolled up my pants and stuck my feet in the cold water.

      “So, if I answer your questions,” she started, scooting next to me, her glance close, considering as she brushed my ankle, “will you answer mine?”

      If I played along, there might be some answers she’d give me. Answers Smoke and his folks wanted. Ones that might keep Antonia safe. That was the gig. Besides, I owed the Carellis.

      But I wouldn’t show her all my cards. “The ones I can.”

      “What happened to you?”

      “Nah, brat, I go first.” She opened her mouth to argue, but I shook my head, stopping her. “My rules or it’s no dice.”

      “‘No dice.’ Madonna, you are old.” I jerked my gaze from the shake of her chest when she leaned back, pouting a long, “Fine.”

      “Ah, alright…who left you in Brooklyn?” Her laugh was quick, like a reflex and I hated that I liked the sound.

      “Nice try, but I don’t know you like that.”

      “What? I taught you dominoes,” I said, glancing down at her, keeping my attention on her face. “Besides, I’ve been watching you out here baking your pasty white skin for a week and when we’re not out here, I’ve been sprinting while you try to keep up with me on the jogging trail.”

      “Keep up with you?” That earned me a soft jab on the shoulder. “I was all state, mister. Lettered in track. There’s no way you’re out running me.”  When I yawned, exaggerating the motion, she clicked her tongue. “Oh, we can go right now. Go get your Nikes. I’ll beat your ass inside two minutes.”

      “Easy, Flo Jo. I’m just messing with you.”

      “Yeah, I bet.” Antonia grinned, reaching forward to brush water over her knees, then jerked a look over her shoulder, catching me as I stared down at her legs and thick curves of her hips. But she didn’t call me out. Instead, she grinned, seeming to keep that piece of information to herself. “So, my turn.”

      “You didn’t answer the question.”

      “Hey, you said we could only answer questions we are able to answer.”

      “I said I would only answer questions I was able to answer.”

      Antonia flicked her wet fingers in my direction, sprinkling my face with pool water. “Your rules are bullshit and I’m going to ask anyway.”  She pulled down her thick hair, to refasten it in the elastic holding the loose bun at the top of her head, her eyes shifting up, as she thought. “Well… I know you were in jail…”

      “Hmmm,” I grunted, not committing.

      “Aunt Maria is a gossip.”

      “Most old women are.”

      The breeze picked up around us and Antonia took that second to flick another sprinkle of water at me. “Don’t be a misogynist. Not all women are gossips.”

      “I said most old women.” When she shook her head, I shrugged. “Well what else are they gonna do?”

      “Sit on the Supreme Court?” She held up her fingers, ticking off more options. “Hold tenure positions at Ivy league colleges?” Antonia pointed behind her, across the street to her parents’ restaurant. “Run seven figure-earning restaurants?”

      “Fair,” I said, holding up my hands, surrendering to her point. Scrubbing my face, I relented. “I was impatient. Your brother knows this. Had some shit that came up, hustles I thought were easy money. Took a gamble. Some of them didn’t work out. I caught a bid.”

      “Drugs?” She frowned, watching me until I answered.

      “Hell no. I don’t fuck with that mess.” When she continued to stare at me with the same stoic, poker face her damn brother always gave his opponents before a match, I realized there was no point in trying to argue with her. “Robbery. Breaking and entering.”

      “How long…”

      “You are way past the one question rule—”

      “Fine,” she said, eyes rolling as she brushed her damp fingers on the towel underneath her. “You can ask me a question.”

      Despite what a little shit she was, and the fact I knew she was an entitled asshole, like most rich girls I’ve known in this town, at least Antonia wasn’t a snob. She was relaxed, willing to converse even if she expected answers she didn’t have the right to get.

      I’m sure she expected me to dig into her business like she’d done. But this chick didn’t know me. And even if I was hired muscle, I could be subtle. I gave her a long look, sizing her up, making sure to slip a glance over her face, a quicker one down her body that wasn’t focused enough to come off as interest. “Alright. Whatcha studying in school?”

      Her smile, when it came, was quick, maybe a little eager, but it seemed Antonia could do subtle too. “Business.” The smile lowered, became a grin and I knew there was something smart ass already queued up in her head.

      “Good.” She didn’t return my smile or acknowledge my nod of approval, but I kept watching her anyway. For some reason, I couldn’t convince myself to stop it. “You gonna take over the restaurant?”

      “Hell no.” That grin became a smirk, something that made her look like a little bit of a bad ass. “I’m gonna take over the city.”

      And that made her sound like one. “I like that. Good for you.”

      “Okay, my turn…” Antonia leaned toward me, eyebrows curved, smile wicked now, like a kid who’d just lifted her mama’s secret stash of vodka.

      “Oh, Lord…here we go…”

      She rested on one hand, her toes grazing against the top of my foot. “You got a woman?”

      “A few.”

      “You’re full of shit.”

      I took advantage of her good mood and let her laughter clue me in on how long that mood would last. “We already know you got some little dude.” I didn’t watch her when I spoke, like the statement was a fact, something she couldn’t deny. Something I didn’t much care about. “Except seems like you don’t have good taste.”

      From the corner of my eye, I spotted the way her smile lowered and how she sat up, leaning forward on her hands with her fingers hanging over the side of the pool, her gaze straight ahead. “Why do you think that?”

      “Kiddo, let me remind you of some shit I know for sure your daddy, or your brothers have probably told you a million damn times.” Antonia glanced at me when I leaned forward but didn’t otherwise move. She was quiet. I wasn’t sure if I liked her quiet and still as much as the loud, obnoxious person I’d seen her be.

      She waited for me to speak, her eyes focused, her attention eating me up like she was starved; like she craved anything that would make her world make a little sense.

      “No boy is worth any attention if he’s gonna fuck up your ride. He’s especially not worth your time if he’s gonna leave you on the side of the road in the middle of Brooklyn. If you were my kid sister…”

      “But I’m not.” She didn’t yell. She barely raised her voice. Antonia interrupted me with a firmness in her tone that shook me. Then she rattled me, whispering a quiet, “And thank God I’m not,” as she looked out on the water.

      I knew better than to poke a bear. It made no damn sense. I was grown. I’d seen too much bullshit, paid for too many sins to know better than messing with an off-limits woman. But I sat there like an idiot, moving closer to the fire, catching sniffs of the smoke that I fucking knew would burn me alive.

      “Being my kid sister would be bad?” She was silent and let her gaze slide over me like a kiss, a damn wash of heat I knew needed to be extinguished. But then Antonia smiled, slow, and sweet, letting the bottoms of her teeth slide against her lips and I went a little stupid.

      “Yeah. That would suck for me.” Her skin was cold when she smoothed those long fingers over my cheek. “And for you.”

      She sat close enough that I’d probably smell like coconut oil from her sunscreen. But hell if I knew why I couldn’t back away. “Fuck’s sake, you are a death wish.” Finally, I scrubbed my eyes, covering my face to keep from touching her.

      “It’d be a fun way to go, right?” She touched my hand, and I was too damn shocked to do anything more than watch how slow she moved, how cool her fingers felt, still damp from the pool. God, she reminded me what it was like to be young and stupid and fucking reckless.

      “Antonia!” The loud shriek of her name came behind us and the sound of it had us both breaking apart and Antonia scrambling to her feet.

      From the back of the courtyard Mr. and Mrs. Carelli darted toward their daughter. The older woman’s face was pinched and red, disturbing her usually beautiful features. Mr. C. looked worried and irritated, but the old man generally was when his daughter was around or when she and his wife were the center of that worry and irritation. Mr. C. gave me a good idea what Smoke and his brothers Dario and Dante would look like if they were lucky enough to get old. All tall and lean, all reminded me of some old Hollywood gangster movies.

      Smoke followed his parents, a faint line working between his eyebrows, something I noticed had gotten deeper in the five years I’d been on the inside. He wasn’t old by anybody’s definition but the work he did—gray work, he called it, not exactly legal, but nowhere near the sketchy shit his cousin Johnny did in the city—kept Smoke in a perpetual bad mood. Antonia didn’t help that.

      “Tell me you did not go to that…that place,” Mrs. Carelli said, waving her hands, then clasping them together as she stood in front of Antonia. Her expressions shifted from anger to fear then straight to what my mom called a “I’m about to whoop that ass” glare. The older woman continued, moving her hands to her hips. “For the love of Madonna. How many times…”

      “What are you talking about?” Antonia glanced between her parents as she tugged on the bathing suit cover she grabbed from the deck chair.

      Mr. Carelli held up his hand, a calm gesture I suppose he thought was supposed to keep his wife and daughter from diving straight into a screaming match. “If you went, say so. Cara, please. You can tell us.”

      “Yes, tell us…so I can throttle that boy…and you!” Mrs. Carelli hurried to make the sign of the cross as though God could keep her calmer than her husband.

      “What boy?” Antonia lifted her hands, silencing her parents. “I don’t know what the hell…”

      “Johnny’s guys found your phone,” Smoke supplied, his expression hard. “It was half a block from where you wrecked. The GPS showed you at Minx’s. Does Carlo’s cousin still manage it?”

      “Tell us the truth, Antonia,” Mrs. Carelli said.

      “You think I…” She looked around at her family. Smoke started to say something, but she raised her hand. “This has nothing to do with you.”

      “Pop… Ma…” he tried, ignoring his little sister, but she wouldn’t be dismissed. I had to give the devil her due. She didn’t back down from Smoke. No matter who he was to this town or the people who had business with him, Antonia wasn’t shrinking from him. Not many people would do that.

      “I’m not your daughter, Dimitri.” She met his eyes, her expression fierce. “Mind your own damn business.”

      “Answer us,” Mrs. Carelli said before her son could answer his sister.

      I had known Smoke for years. Saw him at his worst. You get the measure of a man when you break him down to build him back up. You get to see where he lives and what kind of stock he comes from. Watching Antonia face her folks now, I realized Smoke’s grit had nothing to do with how tough he was or how badly he wanted to be a champion. It was instinctive. That shit was genetic, and his little sister had that stand-and-fight tenacity just like her big brother.

      When she spoke, it was with a steeliness that had her father’s frown tightening and her mother’s anger softening on her features. “You think after Carlo cheated on me…twice…after he stole from your restaurant…after he was so…disloyal and made such a fool out of me…that I would…” Her parents looked away from her. Only Smoke held her attention.

      I didn’t know them, didn’t know her, but I could read people and this? This was an insult. Her parents seemed to know it too.

      “You think I would go back to him? This is what you think of me?”

      “You are wild, Antonia.” Her mother’s voice was soft, but stern. There was a matter-of-fact tone she spoke with that had her daughter wincing. “You always have been. You stay out all night. You skip your classes. You leave the city when you’re not supposed to, and you wreck the car your father buys for you. And then you were at that club…what else are we supposed to think?”

      “That I’m young? That I’m enjoying my life? But not that I’m disloyal. Not that I’m an idiot... Not that I’m weak!”

      The older woman threw up her hands, looking exasperated. “Who was it that left you in Brooklyn then? Tell us!”

      Arms curled across her chest, Antonia stared at her parents, her eyes shifting from their faces, then looking wet and glassy. For a second, I thought she might tell them everything. She had the look of someone with a lot to say and no right at all to open her mouth about it. Then, for whatever reason that ran through her head, Antonia looked at me. She blinked, mouth dropping open as though she’d just remembered this wasn’t a family-only argument.

      Finally, she gave up. Dropping her shoulders she turned her head, wiping at her wet cheek before she mumbled a soft, “it… doesn’t matter” to her mother.

      The sun had gone down, and the courtyard lights lit around the pool, each one blinking to life as the family and me, a virtual stranger, stood out here watching Antonia deflate. Despite the drama, despite her age and what a brat she could be, I couldn’t help holding a little sympathy for her. I couldn’t help but wonder how someone so wounded, so defeated could still look so beautiful.

      Mrs. Carelli’s exhale was the only noise breaking the silence of the night. Then, she cleared her throat; her words seeming to crack what small shreds of composure Antonia had left. “Go inside,” she told her daughter. “I can’t look at you right now.”
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      “You get enough to eat?” The concern in his tone was Smoke’s way of apology for having to witness his family drama. “I know it’s late…”

      It was, going on eleven. But that was also the job. No real clock punching.

      “I’m straight, man. You need me, shoot me a text.”

      He watched me as I moved from his parents’ restaurant, my gut full of his mother’s delicious food. I felt his stare on me. Smoke was a good man. He’d been a good fighter, but something had changed about him. I knew that in my gut and somehow, for whatever reason, I got the feeling he was keeping me at a distance.

      By the time I cleared the alley and made it to the back lot where I parked, the thick scent of weed hit me hard. Didn’t break my stride, kept moving forward, but glanced to my right, two flights up, holding back the grin as I spotted Antonia holed up on the fire escape and the ring of smoke circling above her head.

      She leaned against the railing, her back to me and I took the steps two at a time, moving up them quickly, landing with a thud that had Antonia yelping when I sat next to her feet.

      “Shit!” Her face was red, blotchy and there was a distinct thickness to her voice, like she’d spent a good chunk of the night crying. “You scared the hell out of me.”

      “Nah, not that much, brat. There’s still a little left for the devil.” She didn’t laugh at my joke, and I tilted my head, not liking how she rubbed at her face or the long inhale she took on that blunt. “You think that’s smart?”

      It took her a minute, which she filled up flicking ash off her hoodie, before she spoke and when she did, Antonia wouldn’t look at me. “You’re not on the clock right now. No need to watch me.”

      “I’m just hanging out.” My ass was almost on the edge of the fire escape, and I knocked a knuckle against her thigh. “Budge up, kiddo.”

      “I hate you calling me that.” She twisted around, looping her legs through the railing to sit next to me.

      “You’re twenty. To me, like it or not, that’s a kid.”

      Elbows on the railing, her head leaned against that wrought iron, Antonia looked up at me, pushing her eyebrows together. “You never told me how old you are.”

      “I didn’t.”

      The look she gave me normally wouldn’t work. It was too damn sad, a lot pathetic and if I hadn’t seen the expression on her face after her mom screamed at her, if I didn’t suspect she had a good reason for keeping her business to herself, I might not have indulged her. But, hell, this brat was starting to work her fucking magic on me. She wasn’t quite wrapping me around her fingers like she seemed to do with every damn man in her life, but a brother was starting to bend a little.

      Those big dark, fucking puppy dog eyes got wet and sadder, and I sighed, giving up for now. “Shit’s sake. I’m twenty-eight.” Antonia widened her eyes and a bubble of laughter rumbled from my chest. “So, I guess I am an old man.”

      “At least you’re not fifty.”

      Stretching my neck, I waved off her astonishment. “Fucking feel it sometimes.” Antonia motioned two of her fingers toward me, the blunt between her knuckles, but I shook my head, declining. “Not my thing.”

      “It’s not really mine either.” She looked down at the bud, like she couldn’t believe it was in her hands. “Dante heard me crying and stuck it under my pillow.”

      “He’s fifteen, right?”

      “He and his best friend Kat are going through their experimental phase, or so he says.” She took a drag, frowning like she wasn’t impressed with whatever taste hit her tongue and licked her fingertips, extinguishing the blunt, depositing it on the windowsill behind her.

      Antonia’s face was still red, her eyelids puffy, but she was still beautiful. Not a stitch of makeup on, clean skin, a small scar on the corner of her mouth and a patch of freckles on one cheek. She looked like her mother but was tall like Mr. Carelli.

      “Your folks always so…rough on you?”

      Antonia looked my way, taking her time, like she had to think about her answer and didn’t like the one that came to her. “They don’t trust me.”

      “That’s something you earn.” I had to find out that the hard way.

      “I’ve done a lot of stupid shit.” I didn’t have to make a comment on that. She seemed to see what I was thinking in the look I gave her. Antonia shrugged, laughing at herself. “I keep doing stupid shit.”

      “So, why don’t you stop?”

      Brooklyn could have been avoided. I wouldn’t be here. She wouldn’t need a babysitter if she’d made a different choice that night. She had to know what I meant just from the look I gave her. When I looked back at her, trying like hell not to frown and look all disappointed like the old man I was, I got the feeling she understood what I meant.

      “This last thing…it wasn’t…” She fingered the small scar near her lip, glancing at me once before she went quiet.

      I’d seen that look a thousand times before in prison. Someone does epically stupid shit and we all get in trouble. But no one talks. Who the fuck wants to be that guy? Antonia may not have the same reasons, but she has the same look and just then, I realized it.

      “You’re protecting someone?” When she refused to look at me, I had my answer. “So, it had nothing to do with this Carlo kid?”

      The glare on her face wasn’t meant for me, that much I know and shit, was I glad. “Carlo is a twenty-five-year-old asshole who cheated on me with my best friend and then stole seven grand from my folks’ safe.”

      The whistle I released was loud, sounded amazed. “They blamed you?”

      “He told the cops I gave him the combination.”

      Fucker. Antonia agreed, I got that from how tightly she clenched her jaw. When she shivered, rubbing her knees like she was cold, I tugged off my jacket, ignoring her small protest before I put it over her bare legs. “You didn’t?”

      “The night manager did.” I frowned, confused, and Antonia shook her head. “She was my best friend. My parents know I didn’t have anything to do with the theft, but it was my boyfriend and my best friend that messed them over. I got blamed by association. It had nothing to do with the money. That was nothing compared to what they make in one shift. It was the betrayal. To Carellis, honor is everything and my folks could never understand how I could fall in with not one but two people who had no honor at all.”

      Antonia sat with her hands curled into fists and her teeth clenched. Something inside me twisted, a coil of something I couldn’t name. Maybe it was a reminder of the bullshit my mom had been put through, being left alone by a man who didn’t want her, then by a family who wouldn’t stand by her.

      Call me soft, but I couldn’t take women who’d been done wrong. Antonia didn’t flinch away from me when I touched her wrist, running a thumb over her knuckles to get her to relax her hands. “I’m sorry that happened to you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “And there’s no way to tell them who…”

      “I gave my word,” she said immediately.

      Not many understood the importance of honor. Not many cared much about anything but getting more than what their neighbors had. From what I’d seen of the family, I knew the Carellis weren’t that sort. If they gave you their word, it was stronger than oak. They expected that much in return.

      “They’re so disappointed in me…” Antonia lowered her head. It seemed to cost her to admit that. She held her face between her fingers so I couldn’t see her.

      “Hey, come on now,” I said, pulling her to my shoulder, wrapping an arm around her back. “They love you. You gotta know that. They want you safe.”

      Antonia nodded, her face against my chest, those fat, wet tears dampening my shirt. It was nothing, I told myself, me holding her, making her feel better. I was just giving her a shoulder to cry on. She was a kid, and I was supposed to look after her.

      It was the gig.

      But then, she looked up at me, that pretty face, those sad, big eyes that suddenly looked defeated, somehow older than I’d noticed before that moment, and something in my brain switched off.  I didn’t think about who she was or why she was crying. Didn’t much wonder what had me reaching for her to pat her cheeks dry of those tears or why this pretty, sad woman held my hand against her face.

      There was a lot hidden in those soulful dark eyes of hers. They were all I saw when she lifted her chin, when that thick, soft mouth came toward me. It was a moment I didn’t expect. Me and her locked in it and I got lost. Had no idea it was happening until Antonia was kissing me, until I was kissing her back.

      That switch in my brain didn’t click back on. It went dead and stayed that way as Antonia got closer, as she slipped her nails up my neck and those full lips slid so smoothly against mine—like they’d done that a thousand times.

      “Woah…wait,” I said, when her tongue met mine and my brain finally set itself to rights. “Shit…stop.”

      “Luca…”

      I pushed her shoulders, keeping her back, getting to my feet while my mouth still hummed with the sensation of Antonia’s kiss. “Fuck…”

      “Tell me you didn’t like that.” I couldn’t, but Christ there was no point in admitting that. She stood next to me, then in front of me and I held up my hand, not trusting my voice to speak. She seemed to take that as some sort of rejection. This beautiful, confident, nearly constant brat looked a little deflated by my silence. She stepped back, tucking her hair to one shoulder. “You…didn’t?”

      I was an idiot, but I wasn’t a liar. Rubbing my knuckles into my eyes, I grunted out a sigh before dropping my shoulders, still making sure to keep her away from me. “What kind of idiot wouldn’t like kissing you?” That smile came too quickly, too satisfied, and only lowered a little when I shook my head. “But it can never happen again.”

      “Yes, it can.” Antonia ignored how I pulled her fingers from my arms when she reached for me. “It can happen anytime you want.”

      “No,” I said, throwing a little base in my tone. “It can’t. It won’t.” I gripped her wrists, pushing her hands to her sides before I made for the steps. She didn’t get a smile from me as I moved off the fire escape. She didn’t get anything that would give her the wrong idea. But that didn’t keep Antonia from staring as I dropped from the stairs and moved out into the parking lot and it did nothing to pull that encouraged, hopeful smile from her face.

      The hard truth ate at me like a cancer each step I made toward my car: I was in some serious damn trouble.
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