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    Understand that the right to choose your own path is a sacred privilege.  
 
    — Oprah Winfrey 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucia Marcello 
 
      
 
    The baby hadn’t been planned or expected, not when her oldest sibling had over a decade of years on her, and her parents had believed undoubtedly that they would not have any more children after their last daughter.  
 
    But here she was.  
 
    And God knew she was loved.  
 
    Maybe she hadn’t been planned, but she had been most wanted.  
 
    Born in the early morning inside a private suite, the baby girl was wrapped in the softest muslin wrap after being warmed, and washed of any remnants of the birth. Tucked away in a Labor and Delivery Ward of a hospital where there was a doctor for every few patients, and three nurses to every laboring woman, her parents made calls to people who were probably still sleeping, and had their own children to care for.  
 
    Aunts, uncles, grandparents …  
 
    Despite sleeping, those people would still come.  
 
    They would come to welcome a new principessa to the Marcello family. They would come to congratulate her parents. They would bring her oldest brother, and two older sisters to say hello for the first time. They would bring gifts, and beautiful things to say thank you for being ours.  
 
    They would all hear her name.  
 
    Lucia.  
 
    And they would love her simply because she was alive. They would love her because she was born a Marcello.  
 
    Born rich, to a family that was both adored and feared, her parents would make sure she wanted for nothing.  
 
    That was the privilege of Lucia Marcello.  
 
    Simply because she had been born.  
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    Renzo Zulla 
 
      
 
    The baby hadn’t been planned or expected, not when his mother was barely past her sixteenth birthday and hadn’t slept on a mattress with a sheet since before she found out she was pregnant.  
 
    But here he was.  
 
    And God knew he wasn’t wanted.  
 
    Maybe he hadn’t been planned or wanted, but his mother couldn’t find it in herself to give him up, either. 
 
    Born on a warm evening in an Emergency Room triage bed because his mother had waited too long to go to the hospital, and the Labor and Delivery Ward was full, the baby boy laid wrapped in scratchy cotton. His mother explained tiredly for the third time that she didn’t have an insurance card. With a smear of ruddy blood still staining the floor of a hospital where the hallways were currently full of the sick, and the nurses were overworked, one thought to ask his mother if there was someone she might like to call.  
 
    Grandparents, other family … the father, perhaps?  
 
    Those people would never come.  
 
    They wouldn’t come to welcome a new baby they hadn’t even known the teenager was pregnant with. They wouldn’t come to congratulate his mother. They wouldn’t come to help, or to show his mother how to love him or keep him alive. They wouldn’t bring gifts, or any beautiful things.  
 
    They wouldn’t hear his name at all.  
 
    Renzo.  
 
    Given the name his father hated when his mother told the man the ones she was considering for him in a dank alley months ago. Given a name that would already make his absent father hate him.  
 
    Born poor, to a mother who’d only stopped sucking on a pipe long enough to birth a healthy child she refused to give up, and without a home to keep him warm.  
 
    That was the misfortune of Renzo Zulla.  
 
    Simply because he had been born.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ONE 
 
      
 
    The one thing a person could never escape once they were born a Marcello?  
 
    Love.  
 
    Sometimes that love was soft, and supportive, and everything a person needed to propel them into a world that was ready to tear them to bits. And sometimes, that love was suffocating, and heavy, and everything a person wished they could escape from because there was no growth when people were holding you too tight.  
 
    Lucia Marcello liked to call that a double-edged sword. Maybe it was because she was the baby, but she was on the receiving end of that love a hell of a lot more than any of her other siblings when it came to her parents. Like they were scared to let her fly, and so they were just going to keep holding onto her until she broke free on her own.  
 
    She thought … maybe it was time to do just that.  
 
    “Principessa,” Lucian said, placing a kiss to the top of his daughter’s head.  
 
    “Hey, Daddy,” Lucia greeted.  
 
    She went back to the binder of information that she needed to study. Apparently, volunteering for a women’s and children’s shelter for the summer wasn’t as easy as simply signing up for the job. Lucia had policies to memorize, schedules, and a bunch more.  
 
    It was worth it. She wanted to help.  
 
    “Where is your mother?”  
 
    “Reading in her room.”  
 
    Lucian pulled out a chair at the table and sat down beside Lucia. “I was thinking …”  
 
    Sighing, Lucia closed her binder and gave her father the attention he wanted. Lucia, being the youngest child of four siblings, had always been the baby. Her parents seemed to think she needed more attention and care than her older siblings simply because there was such a difference in age. Maybe they figured she felt left out. Lucia never had.  
 
    Being the family baby at only seventeen, almost eighteen, meant being babied like one. She needed some breathing room, some time away from her family and room to grow. She knew they didn’t understand, and that they would be hurt by her wanting to leave, so she chose her actions in quieter ways. Like volunteering at a woman’s shelter for the summer.  
 
    With her father’s past, she knew Lucian wouldn’t put the brakes on Lucia spending eight hours a day, five days a week at a shelter to help. He was more likely to donate a bunch of money, which he already did, and buy her a car to get to and from the location every day. She wanted to volunteer, too, but it was a small step away from her family and their smothering.  
 
    “Thinking what?” she asked her father.  
 
    “About college in the fall,” Lucian answered. “Couldn’t you pick Columbia instead of a college out of state? It’s a great school, Lucia, and it has all the programs you want for social development.”  
 
    Lucia dropped her father’s gaze. If he could see her eyes, he could see her lies. “But I fell in love with that campus when we visited.”  
 
    Lucian made a sad noise under his breath. “I know, bella ragazza.”  
 
    “I’ll come back, Dad. Holidays, vacation, and some weekends.”  
 
    “You’re not making it better, Lucia.”  
 
    She smiled. “I’m sorry.”  
 
    “I worry about you being alone.”  
 
    “Don’t. I’m an adult. I can handle college.”  
 
    “Graduating high school and being almost eighteen does not make you an adult, Lucia.”  
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sweetheart, I can’t help but worry. I know you want to grow up, but I’m not sure we’re ready for you to.”  
 
    Lucia dropped her hands to the table with a smack and stood from her seat quickly. “That’s the whole problem.”  
 
    Lucian glanced up at her with surprise deepening the lines in his face. “I don’t understand.”  
 
    “You’re not ready to let me go. You’re not ready for me to grow up. You, Dad, not me.”  
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    Lucia picked up the binder off the table and said, “I’m choosing the college out of state, not Columbia. It’s already been settled, tuition and first year is paid, plus I was accepted months ago. I have the grades for it, and I want to do this. Let me do it.”  
 
    Lucian dropped his head. “Okay.”  
 
    Lucia was surprised her father had dropped it that easily. It wasn’t like Lucian at all. Lucia knew exactly where she had gotten her stubbornness and fight from—her father. The man had given her far more than just his namesake when she was brought into the world as her mother and father’s unexpected surprise later in life.  
 
    Guilt chewed Lucia up inside.  
 
    “I’ll be back, Daddy,” she said softly.  
 
    “We have the summer, right?” her father asked.  
 
    Well, she did. Her father was a different story. As a Marcello principessa, Lucia knew what her father and the rest of the men in her family were involved with. She wasn’t blind or dumb. She had witnessed more than enough things over the years to know her family might as well be royalty in the world of organized crime. Her father and two uncles held three of the highest seats in the family. Even her brother was mixed up in it all. Thankfully, it kept her father busy. She had the summer off, but Lucian probably didn’t. His job was non-stop.  
 
    “Sort of, yes. I have this volunteering thing, too.”  
 
    “I’m proud that you took this on,” Lucian said, reaching out to tap the binder. “I’ve always tried to donate to the shelters and organizations for women and children, but it makes me extremely proud that you’ve taken the extra step to do this.”  
 
    The guilt flooded Lucia again. She’d done it because she needed the break from her family, and the fact it would look good on a résumé. She also did it for the experience. Lucia came from a ridiculously wealthy family. Her father might have lived some of his early years on the streets, forging for food and trying to survive, but she never had. She never worried about one single thing. Nothing was out of reach if she asked her mother and father for it.  
 
    Lucia wondered if she needed a wake-up call from real life.  
 
    Maybe this job would do that.  
 
    “I think you’ll get something amazing from it,” Lucian added when Lucia stayed quiet.  
 
    “I hope so,” she responded.  
 
    Standing from the table, her father drew her in for a tight hug that said he still wasn’t quite ready to let Lucia out of his sights. She let him hold on until he was ready to let go, because all too soon, her father wouldn’t have a choice but to let her go.  
 
    Lucian was a good father—a great one, actually. But for once, Lucia simply wanted to step out of her family’s shadow and be her own person. She didn’t think her dad would understand.  
 
    Would he?  
 
    “I love you, Lucia,” her father murmured. “You always were the easy one out of the four. I never had to worry about you getting in to some kind of trouble, or causing us any heartache. My good girl, huh?”  
 
    She had always been the good girl.  
 
    Lucia didn’t know anything else.  
 
    Lucia sighed. “Yeah.”  
 
    “Hmm, what was that?”  
 
    “I love you, too, Papà.”  
 
    Releasing her from his hug, Lucian said, “I should go find your mother. I have news she’ll want to hear.”  
 
    “Oh?”  
 
    Lucian smiled widely. “Retirement is coming early for me. Your mother has been pestering me for years to do this, and I finally have. It feels good. She will be pissed off like nothing else if I don’t tell her right away.”  
 
    Retirement.  
 
    Lucia didn’t know what to say.  
 
    “So, no more … famiglia?” Lucia asked, choosing her words carefully. Outright asking about the mafia or her father’s involvement would likely get her nowhere. “None at all?”  
 
    Lucian shrugged, still happy. “Mostly, no.” 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    Lucia poked her head into the state of the art kitchen and found the chef working behind a large stove. The man blinked a couple of times before he finally recognized her.  
 
    “Lucia?”  
 
    She nodded. “Hi. Is my cousin around?”  
 
    “Andino is in his office. I can let Skip know you’re here, if you want.”  
 
    “That would be great, thanks.”  
 
    “Go find a table. Do you want something to eat?”  
 
    “No, I’m okay.”  
 
    “Sure,” the chef said. “Go, I’ll let your cousin know you’re here to see him.”  
 
    Lucia wasn’t surprised that the man was confused at her presence. It wasn’t often that Lucia went to Andino’s main restaurant in the city because her cousin was known to use the place for the more illegal side of his business. Like the mafia. More than once, Lucian had told his daughter to steer clear.  
 
    Quickly, she found a quiet table toward the back and slid into a chair. Resting her bag in the chair beside her, she waited for Andino to come out from the back. It didn’t take him long. Her cousin strolled across the restaurant floor, waving at a couple of patrons as he passed, and then joined Lucia at the table.  
 
    “Hey, kid,” Andino said, smiling.  
 
    Lucia forced herself not to roll her eyes. “Hey.”  
 
    “Didn’t your daddy tell you to stay away from this place?”  
 
    “So?”  
 
    Andino chuckled. “You should follow the rules, Lucia.”  
 
    “I wanted to find out something, and I was in the neighborhood.”  
 
    “Oh?”  
 
    “Yes,” she confirmed.  
 
    Andino leaned back in the chair and fixed the buttons on his suit jacket as he asked, “Well, what do you need?”  
 
    “Where’s Johnathan?”  
 
    Lucia had only seen her oldest sibling once since his release from prison. John was her only brother, but besides that, he was also the only person who truly understood Lucia and how suffocating their parents could be. For John, she knew it was an entirely different reason. But honestly, Lucia just needed a break, and John seemed like the right person to go to for it.  
 
    “Working today. Why?” Andino asked.  
 
    “I want to talk to him.”  
 
    Her cousin lifted a single brow. “He’s working, which means you probably shouldn’t be around him, Lucia. I know how your father would feel to find out you were slumming it up with John while he was doing business.”  
 
    Frustrated, Lucia grabbed her bag and stood. “Thanks for nothing.”  
 
    “Hey, hey.” Andino stood from the table, reaching out to grab Lucia’s wrist.  
 
    “What?” she asked, snappier than she intended.  
 
    “What is up with you?” he asked.  
 
    “I want to see my brother. He doesn’t answer my phone calls, and he never comes around to the house, so I can talk to him there. I figured coming to see you would probably point me in the right direction. I’m not surprised it didn’t. All this family does is take care of business first, right?”  
 
    Andino’s gaze flicked away. “Yeah, I suppose you’re right.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, Andi. I know I’m not allowed to be hanging around here. I shouldn’t have come.”  
 
    “It’s fine, kid. Just keep quiet to your dad, huh?”  
 
    Lucia nodded. “I will.”  
 
    “Where are you going after this?”  
 
    “I was going to go sit with Grandpapa while Grandmama ran some errands.”  
 
    Cecelia, her grandmother, always felt uncomfortable leaving her husband home alone when she left the house, for whatever reason. Lucia didn’t mind sitting with her grandfather. Then, he had someone watching him and someone to talk to. Antony, her grandfather, never minded.  
 
    Andino nodded. “All right. I’ll give John a call. Let him know where you’re going to be.”  
 
    Lucia’s anger ebbed away. “Thanks.”  
 
    “No problem.”  
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you’ll be fine?” Cecelia asked.  
 
    “We’ll be perfect,” Lucia told her grandmother. “I’m sure he’ll get in to his usual trouble.”  
 
    Cecelia laughed, the lines around her eyes deepening in her joy. “Okay.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, Grandmama.”  
 
    “He’s been tired a lot lately,” Cecelia explained quietly. “I can’t help but worry.”  
 
    Lucia frowned, saddened over her grandmother’s concerns for her husband’s health. Antony Marcello always seemed to be the strongest, most formidable person in their family, but truth be told, he wasn’t getting any younger. A sharp tongue and a strong soul did not make for a healthy body.  
 
    “Just go do your stuff,” Lucia said. “He’ll be okay with me. I’ll put on his music, and he’ll be happy.”  
 
    Cecelia smiled. “Okay. Thank you for coming today.”  
 
    “I’ll always come, Grandmama.”  
 
    Her grandmother’s hand patted her cheek gently. The leathery feel of Cecelia’s palm reminded Lucia that her grandmother wasn’t a young woman, either.  
 
    “Our good girl, huh?”  
 
    Lucia batted her grandmother’s hand away lightly. “Go. You’re wasting time.”  
 
    “Going, going.”  
 
    Lucia closed the front door to the large Marcello mansion the moment her grandmother stepped out into the marble entrance. Making her way back through the house, she found her grandfather sitting in the living room in his leather recliner with his feet up, a glass of water beside him, and a remote in his hand as he flicked through the television channels.  
 
    “Did she pester you about me again?” Antony asked, his voice raspy with age.  
 
    Lucia laughed. “Nothing gets past you, does it?”  
 
    “I only look old, Lucia. I may feel it at times, too, but my mind is the same as it was when I was twenty-five. Sharp, quick, and too smart for everyone else.”  
 
    “That’s all that matters, Grandpapa.”  
 
    Antony waved a weathered hand high. “They all worry too much.”  
 
    “I know what you mean.” Lucia eyed the water her grandfather sipped from. “You didn’t spike that with something when Grandmama wasn’t looking, right?”  
 
    Antony smiled slyly. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”  
 
    “No drinking, Grandpapa.”  
 
    “Oh, it’s just water. Stop it. She doesn’t even give me wine anymore.”  
 
    Lucia fake pouted. “Poor you.”  
 
    “She worries too much,” Antony repeated with a sigh. Flicking his wrist at the couch beside his chair, he added, “Sit, or your legs will get tired. Then I’ll have to listen to your father go on about how I don’t take care of you while you babysit me.”  
 
    “I’m not babysitting you.”  
 
    “Same thing.”  
 
    Lucia shook her head, knowing better than to argue with her grandfather. Antony, no matter his age, was too stubborn for his own good. The man would choke on his words before he would ever spit out that he might be wrong about something.  
 
    Taking a seat on the couch, Lucia asked, “What do you want to do today?”  
 
    Antony smiled, reached over, and took his youngest grandchild’s hand in his. “Sit here and enjoy the day with you, Lucia.”  
 
    “Okay, Grandpapa. We can do that.”  
 
    “Good.” Antony nodded at the television. “They have a true crime marathon on today for the mob and the New York families.”  
 
    Lucia couldn’t have stopped her laughter even if she tried. “Really?”  
 
    “Yes. They made a show about my rise to power in the eighties and nineties, too.”  
 
    “I know, I watched it when I was fifteen,” she admitted.  
 
    It was how she learned most of her family’s history and legacy in Cosa Nostra. The conversation that had followed with her father had been interesting, especially since Lucian didn’t hide a thing when Lucia asked about it all. It was the only time they did talk about it.  
 
    “The whole show is lies,” Antony said.  
 
    Lucia wondered about that. “Is it?”  
 
    Antony’s old eyes twinkled with mischief. “No.”  
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    After saying goodbye to her grandmother, Lucia opened the front door to leave the Marcello mansion and begin her drive home. She froze on the stoop, finding a familiar figure waiting for her in the driveway. Her older brother leaned against the hood of what looked to be a brand-new Mercedes. 
 
    “I heard you were looking for me,” John said, grinning.  
 
    Lucia took the front steps two at a time until she was close enough to run her hands over the shiny black paint job the Mercedes sported. It was a beautiful, two-door coupe with sharp lines and a hell of a lot of chrome.  
 
    She loved cars.  
 
    “When did you get this?” Lucia asked.  
 
    “Picked it up yesterday. You like?”  
 
    “A lot.”  
 
    “I should have known what with you being the little car whore and everything.”  
 
    Lucia flipped her brother the middle finger. “Don’t call me a whore.”  
 
    “I said a car whore, Lucia. It’s a compliment.” John chuckled. “Get in. We’ll go for a drive, and then I’ll bring you back to pick up your car.”  
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    Lucia didn’t need to be told again. She jumped into the passenger seat, flinging her bag to the floor of the car. John climbed in his side and started the beauty, revving the engine until Lucia was grinning like crazy.  
 
    “I sincerely hope whatever man you find realizes that you have expensive taste,” John told her.  
 
    “Yeah, I know. I blame it on Dad.”  
 
    John smirked. “I blame it on Dad, too.”  
 
    Lucia fiddled with the stereo system the car sported while her brother drove them straight back into the heart of the city. She barely noticed time flying them by at all. Despite the fact that there was a thirteen-year age gap between her and Johnathan, she always felt closer to her brother than she had her older sisters.  
 
    “So,” John drawled, bringing Lucia out of her thoughts.  
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “Andino was pretty insistent you wanted to see me. What’s up, kiddo?”  
 
    “Well, that, for one.”  
 
    John’s brow furrowed. “Pardon?”  
 
    “I’m turning eighteen next month. Can we cut out the kid nonsense?”  
 
    Chuckling, John said, “Sure. My bad.”  
 
    Lucia settled back into the passenger seat, watching the buildings pass them by. “I haven’t had any time with you since you got out. You’re avoiding Mom and Dad, so apparently, that means staying away from me, too.”  
 
    “Yeah,” John said, cringing, “I hadn’t thought that one out very well.”  
 
    “Obviously.”  
 
    “Sorry I missed your graduation.”  
 
    Lucia shrugged. “It’s okay.”  
 
    “No, it isn’t. I heard you graduated with high honors.”  
 
    “I did,” she said.  
 
    “And got an acceptance to every college you applied to.”  
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    John smiled. “Smartest one of us all, Lucy.”  
 
    Lucia scowled. “I hate that nickname.”  
 
    “I know, but you’re not tough enough or old enough yet to stop me from using it. I dropped the kid one, but I am not dropping Lucy.”  
 
    She whacked her brother hard on the arm. John grinned back.  
 
    “They do care about you, John,” Lucia said.  
 
    “They do,” he agreed. “Right now, I just want to focus on staying sane and good.”  
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    “But I’ll be around for you, too.”  
 
    “Good,” she whispered, smiling.  
 
    “Also, I’ll let Dad know you’re loving hard on my car.”  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    John made a dismissive noise. “Maybe he’s looking to upgrade your car for your eighteenth.”  
 
    “Maybe?”  
 
    “Maybe,” her brother echoed with a wicked smile.  
 
    Lucia did a little dance in the passenger seat. “Yes!”  
 
    “Spoiled.”  
 
    “Don’t judge me.”  
 
    “You make it hard,” John teased.  
 
    Sighing, Lucia watched her brother from the side. “Does it feel weird to be out and everything?”  
 
    “No, but everyone keeps trying to make it that way.”  
 
    “I don’t get it.”  
 
    “I feel like a bug being watched as it climbs up a wall. Someone is probably waiting with a shoe to swat me when I get too close. It makes me feel like I’m living in a bubble or something, like I’m going to blink and suddenly go insane.”  
 
    Lucia hated that for John. “You’re not crazy.”  
 
    John blew out a harsh breath. “Thanks.”  
 
    Before Lucia knew it, they were driving through a dirtier part of the city. The shady part of Brooklyn that her father had always made it clear to Lucia that she was not allowed to go. Like the smart girl she was, Lucia always followed those rules because she didn’t want to find out what would happen if she didn’t.  
 
    “What are we doing here?” Lucia asked.  
 
    “Just keep quiet,” John replied. “I’ve got some business to handle. I knew that you were wanting to chat and see me, or whatever, but I still have work to do all the same. Turn cheek like Dad always told you to do, and we’ll be fine.”  
 
    Lucia chose not to respond to her brother on that front. “Working, working?”  
 
    “I don’t have any other job, Lucy. I’m a Capo, and nothing more.”  
 
    Great.  
 
    John parked the Mercedes in front of a shoddy apartment building. He repeated to her to stay put and leave the car locked until he came back. Then, he climbed out of the car, and Lucia watched him disappear into the building. Less than ten minutes later, her brother emerged from the building with a black duffle bag in hand. John unlocked the car and tossed the bag to the back.  
 
    Once he was settled back into the driver’s seat, he said, “Just ask.”  
 
    Lucia peered into the back seat. “What is in that bag?”  
 
    “A couple of things.”  
 
    “Like what?”  
 
    “Money and substance.”  
 
    “Um …”  
 
    “Coke,” her brother clarified. “I need to pick up some stuff and hand it off to the people who run with it. Do you understand?”  
 
    “Not really.”  
 
    John shook his head. “Then stop asking.”  
 
    Lucia could do that.  
 
    “I have a couple of more pickups to do before I can take you back. Is that okay?”  
 
    “Perfect, John.”  
 
    Her brother pulled out of the parking space. “Good.”  
 
    For the next hour, Lucia sat quietly in the car while her brother did whatever it was he did. He often disappeared in and out of buildings with his black bag in hand, and no one ever passed him a second look. Apparently three years in prison really wasn’t affecting her brother’s ability to do his job.  
 
    Sticking a spoonful of a hot fudge sundae in her mouth as John drove through what looked to be a park of some sort, Lucia noticed a group of older kids hanging around a convenience store. Well, she didn’t think they were kids, but they were probably around her age or a little older.  
 
    John parked his car and beeped the horn once. He flashed his lights twice. Confused, Lucia watched as an older boy broke away from the group and approached John’s car.  Since the sky was starting to darken, she really couldn’t see the guy’s face all that well. But the closer he came to John’s window, Lucia had a far better view of him.  
 
    Sharp, strong lines shaped the man’s face. Wild black hair, like he’d been tugging on the ends, hung down to his eyes. Dark russet eyes peered into John’s opened window, finding Lucia instantly, while the guy’s lips pulled into a cocky smirk.  
 
    Lucia glanced away.  
 
    “Hey, Ren,” John greeted.  
 
    Ren.  
 
    Lucia took the guy’s name in, and chanced another look at him. He wasn’t looking at her anymore, but instead, focusing on John.  
 
    “Skip,” Ren said.  
 
    “You got anything for me today?”  
 
    “Always, boss.”  
 
    Ren’s hand disappeared inside his coat before he pulled out a white envelope. It passed into John’s hand like nothing was amiss. John opened it up, counted the cash that was inside quickly, and then handed over a stack to the man. Then, Lucia’s brother tossed the envelope onto the backseat.  
 
    “Go see, Tucker,” John said. “He’ll get you set up for next week for whatever you need.”  
 
    “Will do, Skip.”  
 
    Ren’s hand hit the top of the car, but before he turned away, he shot Lucia another look. Lucia fidgeted in her seat as her brother took notice of the stare that was passing between the two.  
 
    “Ren,” John snapped.  
 
    Clearly, her brother was not playing around today. He’d never been one for boys being around Lucia, anyway.  
 
    “Sorry, Skip,” Ren said. “I’m going. Next week?”  
 
    “Yeah. Get gone, kid.”  
 
    John was backing up before Ren had even moved away.   
 
    Once they were back on the road, Lucia’s curiosity ate away at her.  
 
    “John?”  
 
    “What?” her brother asked.  
 
    “Who was that?”  
 
    “Renzo?”  
 
    Lucia would recognize an Italian name anywhere.  
 
    “Yeah, him,” she said.  
 
    “A street kid,” John informed like it was nothing. “A solider who probably isn’t going anywhere but right where he is. It sucks, but that’s how it goes.”  
 
    Lucia picked at her manicured nails, still curious. “Why?”  
 
    “Because that’s what his father did for our father, and his grandfather for our grandfather. It’s a circle, Lucia. It’s vicious. It’s the kind of life they can’t get out of even though they try damned hard. What does it matter?”  
 
    She didn’t really know.  
 
    “Just wondering,” Lucia settled on saying.  
 
    John’s gaze cut in her direction before he said, “Keep wondering. Nothing more.”  
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    “Stay away from guys like Renzo, Lucia.”  
 
    “I didn’t even say—” 
 
    “Take it as future advice,” John interrupted. “Remember it.”  
 
    She would try.  
 
    But … 
 
    Marcellos didn’t follow the rules all that well. They were far too filthy for that.  
 
    John reached over and turned the radio on. Lucia took in the sight of her brother seemingly happy and carefree. She couldn’t remember a time when John looked like he did right at that moment.  
 
    “What is going on with you?” Lucia asked.  
 
    John flashed a smile. “Huh?”  
 
    “You’re happy.”  
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be?”  
 
    Lucia shook her head. “It’s nothing.”  
 
    John laughed. “My happiness is that confusing for you, huh?”  
 
    “No, but usually you’re not as … open about it,” she settled on saying.  
 
    “I’ll give you that.”  
 
    “So what is up?”  
 
    John drummed his fingers on the steering wheel with the beat of the music. “Nothing, Lucy. I just think it’s going to be an interesting few months in this family. Something feels different. Things are beginning to happen. I’m looking forward to the changes.”  
 
    She had no idea what her brother was talking about, but he was happy. Lucia took that for what it was, and chose to leave the rest alone.  
 
    “Whatever you say, John.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TWO 
 
      
 
    Everyone likes to say you can choose your own path. But that would be a lie. No one chooses to be born poor, disenfranchised and struggling before they even know their own name. No one wakes up one day and decides to be born to an addict mother who can’t seem to control her ability to produce children she can’t care for, or love. No one chooses to be a child on the streets, or a child neglected.  
 
    No one chooses those things.  
 
    So, what did Renzo Zulla choose?  
 
    Renzo chose to step up where his mother didn’t. For every bad choice she made, Renzo worked twice as hard to correct it. Not for him necessarily. He had two younger siblings that needed a hell of a lot more than he did.  
 
    Everything he did was for them. 
 
    It always would be. 
 
    “Ren!”  
 
    Renzo sucked the last drag from a cigarette, and tossed it to the ground. Glancing up, he found his usual guys waiting at the corner store. Calling them friends might be a little too much. And calling them coworkers would be illegal. Or that’s what Vito always liked to say. 
 
    “Are you heading over to do the drop off today?” Noah asked.  
 
    Perry and Diesel, the youngest two of the group, continue their conversation like Renzo hadn’t even arrived. Not that he minded. As long as they did what they were told, he didn’t give a shit what they did on their spare time. And since work hadn’t started today, he still considered this their spare time.  
 
    Besides, they did behave.  
 
    They fucking listened.  
 
    Vito let Renzo run the guys whenever he wasn’t on the streets doing business, and these fools knew how this worked. Noah, Perry, and Diesel … well, they came from the same trash Renzo did, in a way. Their home lives weren’t any better than his had been growing up. There was a reason each of them met up at this corner store every single day to take their cut of product, and get it on the streets. They needed cash in their hands.  
 
    They all had a reason to be here. They all had reasons for why they did this.  
 
    Nobody just decided one day that they wanted to be a drug dealer peddling dope to people who were already too far gone to save. It wasn’t like the money was good enough to justify the whys of it all, either. Sure, Renzo made a ten percent cut on everything he sold, and another five percent cut for handling this small crew of guys who worked under Vito Abati. And for every pickup or drop off he made, he got another handful slapped into his palm for his troubles.  
 
    Again, that’s how Vito liked to put it.  
 
    As if calling the risks Renzo took to move dope from one end of the city to another troubles was adequate or accurate. He didn’t think it was, but this was his life. And these were the choices he made considering no one was looking at the almost twenty-year-old white boy from the Bronx for fucking anything.  
 
    He came from trash.  
 
    All he was going to be was trash.  
 
    He’d heard it enough times in his life to know it was true, or rather, that it was exactly how everyone else looked at him. All he had to do was slap his address on a job application, and that was enough to make someone look at him like he was the lesser between them. Once they figured out he hadn’t made it far enough in the twelfth grade to get his diploma, as he had to drop out to make sure his brother and sister got fed three times a fucking day, he was already screwed.  
 
    This society wasn’t built for people like him. Already poor, and struggling all the damn time. Already marked with stains from circumstances that pushed him to make choices that would affect the rest of his life so that his siblings could have something good in theirs.  
 
    But nobody cared about that. Those were details. Nobody liked those.  
 
    “Well,” Noah asked again, “are you?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Renzo said, his voice coming out gruffer than he intended. “Later.”  
 
    He probably should have grabbed something to drink, at the very least, but he was already late taking his little brother, Diego, to the shelter that morning, so he’d be safe for the day. It wasn’t like Renzo could count on his mother to take care of her four-year-old, and the chick on their block who watched him had shit to do today. At least at the shelter, they had a free daycare as long as the spots weren’t filled by the time he got there. He’d much rather have Diego there than walking the streets with him all day, anyway.  
 
    “Well, when will we—”  
 
    Renzo turned his sharp gaze on Perry. The youngest of all of them at seventeen, Perry was a handful sometimes. Sure, he got the job done, and he was sneaky as fuck when it came to staying out of trouble, but still … a handful.  
 
    “You’ll get your packages tomorrow. Don’t you have a bit to carry you through?”  
 
    Perry shrugged. “I guess I got enough.”  
 
    “Yeah, all right.”  
 
    Giving the rest of them a look as if to silently ask, Anyone else? None of them spoke up.  
 
    Renzo stuffed his hands in his pockets, and eyed the quiet streets. Across the way, a man slept in the mouth of an alleyway tucked inside a dirty sleeping bag. Every day, that man and his pigeon stayed in the same exact spot. And every fucking day, it was a reminder to Ren.  
 
    He’d been there.  
 
    More than once.  
 
    Shortly after his birth, his mother sucked on a meth pipe, blew a positive, and got kicked out of the shelter where she’d been staying with him. She called it an act of kindness that the shelter hadn’t called CPS for four-week-old Renzo.  
 
    He just called it bullshit.  
 
    At thirteen, he slept inside the tunnel of a slide at one of the city parks, and used a public bathroom to wash his face every morning.  
 
    His sister, Rose, had been around then. She cried all the damn time. She was cold, and hungry. Sometimes, their mother showed up with enough money to keep them warm in a pay-by-the-hour motel but that was just as much a blessing as it was curse.  
 
    Especially when they had to step out of the hotel room every so often, and listen to the sounds that slipped out from under the door when each new man would randomly show up.  
 
    Renzo made a choice, then. That was the first time he went out on the streets, and looked for some kind of work to give him money to keep his sister warm, and feed her. At first, it’d just been chasing dregs and homeless away from businesses that didn’t want that kind of problem in front of their windows. One day, a guy in a leather jacket handed Renzo a package, and asked if he’d run it up to the man sitting in a bakery in Queens.  
 
    No questions, he’d been told.  
 
    Don’t open the package, he’d been warned.  
 
    He ran that package, and without ever knowing what it was, had a thousand dollars in his hand by the time he got home.  
 
    That man was Vito,  
 
    Vito came back, too. Renzo kept saying yes to jobs. He put money away, worked from the time the sun came up, until the streets were pitch black. He kept walking and moving and running for people who wore better clothes than he did and drove vehicles he could only dream about because they paid well, he didn’t ask questions, and he needed to do better.  
 
    He needed to do better for his sister, and then later, his brother, too.  
 
    The rest was fucking history.  
 
    His life was not a pretty one.  
 
    It was the only he was given.  
 
    And fuck anyone who said he didn’t try because he did. All he ever did was try.  
 
    “I’ll get your shit to sell,” Renzo told the guys, “right after I make a trip into Brooklyn.”  
 
    Noah and Perry nodded like that was enough for them. Diesel, on the other hand, decided he wanted to test Renzo’s already thin patience by running his mouth. As he usually did.  
 
    Nothing new.  
 
    “Say hi to Rose for me, yeah?” Diesel punctuated that smartass comment with a smirk. “Haven’t seen her in a while.”  
 
    Renzo turned a bit, ready to leave, but not before tossing a remark over his shoulder he knew would cut the other man. “Rose ain’t coming back to these streets for nothing, man. And everybody knows those who walk these streets aren’t going anywhere but right on these goddamn streets. Where she is, you’re never going.”  
 
    He’d made sure of that.  
 
    Dropped every cent he had into lodging and food and books and whatever else his sister needed when she won that scholarship to a private school in Brooklyn for the arts. No matter what, he was going to keep making sure Rose could stay right where she was for as long as she wanted to be there.  
 
    “Like you, too, right?” he heard Diesel shout out behind him. “You’re walking these streets, too, Ren. Where the fuck are you going, huh? Right here, man.”  
 
    Was that supposed to hurt?  
 
    It didn’t.  
 
    It wasn’t news to Renzo where he was going to live and die. These streets had been mean to him for his entire life. Maybe they’d be kind when they finally killed him.  
 
    He wasn’t holding his breath.  
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    Renzo stepped off the city bus, and kept his head down as he walked through the people waiting at the bus stop. He wasn’t sure what it was, but he always felt out of place when he wasn’t walking his own streets. Maybe that shit was all in his mind, but it still felt very real to him and not something he could escape.  
 
    It didn’t take long before he was passing a row of brownstones with carefully manicured flower pots on the steps, and shined railings leading up to the front doors. Rose was already waiting at the very end of the block on the front steps of a brownstone that had been converted to an apartment of sorts for students of her school. Like a dormitory off school grounds. Rose could stay at the private school, and it would be cheaper, but the rooms were full. They had to make due elsewhere.  
 
    Renzo dropped down on the steps to sit beside his seventeen-year-old sister, and handed over a doggy bag full of sweets from her favorite bakery in the Bronx. He made the trip up to visit her once a week just to make sure she was okay, and had everything she needed. Usually, he dropped off cash and took care of whatever it was she needed until he would be back around again. He never forgot to bring those sweets, either.  
 
    Rose smiled as she peeled open the bag to peek inside despite already knowing what would be there waiting for her. “Smells like heaven.”  
 
    Renzo laughed, and leaned back on the steps. “Diabetes is in your future, Rose.”  
 
    His sister shrugged. “Whatever. I’ll die happy, then.”  
 
    “Pretty sure that’s not how diabetes works, actually.”  
 
    “Stop judging me.”  
 
    She said that through a mouthful of half-eaten puff pastry. Renzo could only shake his head, and enjoy the moment he had with his sister. All too soon, he was going to need to catch another bus, head across the city, pick up a package of drugs, and get back home so he could put Diego to bed. Tomorrow, he’d get up before the sun had even risen in the sky, and get out on the streets to make sure his guys had their product to deal, so no one was chasing his ass for that. He’d get to his own territory, and wait to make some extra cash, too.  
 
    It was a never-ending cycle.  
 
    “How’s Diego?” Rose asked.  
 
    Renzo sighed. “You know how everybody says the twos and threes are terrible for a reason?”  
 
    “Not really.”  
 
    “Well, they do. The fours aren’t much better.”  
 
    Rose grinned a little. “But he loves you.”  
 
    Good thing.  
 
    Next to Rose, the only person Diego cared for was Renzo. He blamed that on their neglectful, addict mother, honestly. She barely looked at Diego when she did show up at their apartment, and that was usually just long enough to sleep before she was gone again. Although, lately, she’d been around more.  
 
    It was just enough to make Diego hope his mother would stick around, and then she’d take off once more. Renzo was left picking up all the broken pieces of a four-year-old boy who was learning far too young that there was nothing in this world for people like them.  
 
    Not even love.  
 
    “How’s school?” Renzo asked.  
 
    “Good. I painted a naked man yesterday. That was interesting.”  
 
    Renzo’s head snapped to the side, and his gaze narrowed. “What?”  
 
    Rose let out a laugh. “Relax. Art class. They’re professionals.”  
 
    Professional what?  
 
    Nude people?  
 
    “He was like forty,” Rose added. “Chill out.”  
 
    That only made it slightly better. Renzo decided to just keep his mouth shut, though. What else could he do? His sister was in a far better place than he and Diego were at the moment. His goal was, hopefully, by the time Diego started school … Renzo might have enough money to put him in a decent school that would keep him busy for the day.  
 
    He just needed to keep Diego out of trouble, right? Make sure his little brother never had a reason to go out on the streets like he did to make up the difference, and take care of his family. Diego wouldn’t have to do that at all if Renzo was doing it for him.  
 
    That’s all that mattered.  
 
    Rose offered him a donut, but Renzo shook his head. He brought those for her, not for him. He should have grabbed food at some point over the day, but he ended up getting busy and shit like feeding himself fell to the wayside. He’d make sure to have something for Diego later, and maybe then he could eat for the first time all day.  
 
    But even that was a toss-up.  
 
    “So, hey,” Rose said, closing up the bag of sweets and giving her brother all her attention again. “I was talking to someone …”  
 
    She looked like their mother, he thought. Soft-features, dark hair like his, and brilliant green eyes with gold flecks. He’d taken their father’s russet eyes—darker than night itself. Renzo also took his sharp, strong jaw from their shared father, but everything else—high cheekbones, and straight noses to even the way their eyebrows quirked with a mind of their own—came from their mother. But you know, before drugs had taken away the beauty their mother had once been, dulled her skin, and took all the life out of her eyes.  
 
    “You were talking to someone, huh?” Renzo rolled his eyes, and shifted his shoulders a bit to get more comfortable. “Didn’t I tell you that talking to people gets you in trouble?”  
 
    Rose smacked him lightly with the back of her hand. “Just listen. It was my counselor at school. She said there’s a program at the Y coming up. High school equivalency, you know.”  
 
    “I don’t have time for that.”  
 
    And he didn’t.  
 
    Rose grumbled. “Don’t say I didn’t try.”  
 
    The knot between his sister’s brow tugged at his heart in a painful way. She worried about him far more than she should. He wished she wouldn’t concern herself over him and his affairs at all. It would be easier on both of them.  
 
    Pushing up to sit straight, Renzo bumped Rose’s shoulder with his own, and grinned in a way that had her smiling back. “Remember, kiddo, I look out for you. That’s how this has always worked. Not the other way around.”  
 
    “But someone’s gotta look out for you, Ren.”  
 
    “Maybe, but it isn’t you.”  
 
    With that said, he stood from the steps and dug inside his leather jacket to pull out a yellow envelope. He held it out for his sister to take. Rose did, but not before eyeing it first. This was their thing—a few minutes of chit chat every week, he handed over some money, and then he left her to her life until he came back around again.  
 
    It was better that way.  
 
    “Where did the money come from this week?” Rose asked.  
 
    “Does it matter as long as it keeps you here, and not in the Bronx?”  
 
    His sister didn’t reply.  
 
    Renzo didn’t need her to.  
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    Renzo ignored the way the grease on the underside of the fast food bag seeped through to his palm as he balanced it with the rest of the shit he was carrying, and tried to unlock the door of his apartment. It took him entirely too long to realize he didn’t need to unlock the door at all because it was already unlocked.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    Bad sign number one.  
 
    The second bad sign was the mess he walked into as soon as he opened up the front door. Papers and takeout containers scattered across the entryway floor. Discarded clothes beside the laundry basket he’d left out to wash later after Diego went to bed.  
 
    And the smell …  
 
    Sickly sweet.  
 
    Too sweet.  
 
    Renzo knew that smell, and it instantly turned his fucking stomach. As much as the smell of meth made him sick and angry, it also made him concerned. He dropped the bags he was carrying onto the chipped countertop in the kitchen as he passed through, and headed right for the living room on the other side.  
 
    Sure enough, he found his mother strung out on the couch. One leg had been tossed over the arm of the couch, while the other was bent at an ungodly angle under her backside like at one point, she’d been sitting up straight and fell over. One of her arms hung limply over the side of the couch, while the other was wrapped around her middle. Sunken in cheeks moved with each shallow breath Carmen took, and her hair looked like she hadn’t washed it in a couple weeks.  
 
    She probably hadn’t.  
 
    Her scant clothes didn’t look much better.  
 
    Meth made people stay way up.  
 
    So, when he saw her sleeping, he instantly looked for signs of something else. His mother was predictable that way. Without trying very hard, Renzo found the reason why his mother wasn’t up and climbing the fucking walls with paranoia.  
 
    A track mark in her arm dried with a dot of blood, and a forgotten needle that had somehow rolled under the couch. The burnt spoon on the coffee table and rubber band that had loosened and fell down to her wrist was just more proof.  
 
    Carmen went way up.  
 
    But then she had to balance it out, and go way down, too.  
 
    It was a dangerous game. How many times had Renzo called for an ambulance because he found his mother overdosed? Too many to count or care, anymore. It got to the point that he now kept a couple doses of Narcan on hand, but his mother always raged whenever she woke up after he used it.  
 
    Narcan put her right into withdrawals, and she was fucking mean, then. Mean, and violent, and sick.  
 
    He couldn’t help it, though. Maybe he should let her die—God knew she wasn’t doing anything to help them like she was. She only caused her kids heartache and pain time and time again.  
 
    Except he couldn’t just let her die. There was a part of Renzo that still clung onto hope that someday—maybe—his mother would wake up from whatever hell she was in, and want better. That she would want to do better. That she would somehow remember she made three people, brought them into the world, and in a way, they still depended on her.  
 
    Life hadn’t always been like this, either. Renzo could remember brief bouts of time where his mother somehow got herself sober, gave a shit, and tried. Usually, when she was pregnant or even shortly after the birth of her kids. Well, for Rose, anyway.  
 
    Maybe that was the stupid part of him. That was the part that kept clinging to hope Carmen would get better.  
 
    He checked her pulse quickly—a slow, but steady, beat thundered against his fingertips. He took a moment to look her over, and wonder if he should get the Narcan out, but everything pointed to the fact she was probably going to be fine, but strung out all damn night.  
 
    Too bad she wouldn’t find another place to do this at. She knew the rules—he paid for this place, and his damn name was on the agreement. She wasn’t supposed to come here high, and fucked up using it as a place to sleep. He didn’t want Diego seeing that shit anyway.  
 
    Diego.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    “Diego!” Renzo darted through the one-bedroom apartment to the room he kept for his little brother. It was tiny as hell, and all he kept in there was a small double bed, a banged up dresser, and a few scattered toys that Diego wouldn’t give up for the world. He found the bedroom empty. “Shit.”  
 
    “Get the fuck up, Carmen,” Renzo snarled, heading back into the living room. His mother barely reacted to his shouting at all. Not that he was surprised. He leaned over her, and shook his mother for all he was worth. He slapped her cheek a couple of times with his palm until her eyes started to flutter open. Already, he could see the drugs staring back at him. Confusion, and disorientation. “Where the fuck is Diego?”  
 
    “W-what?”  
 
    Renzo tried his hardest not to kill the woman right then and there. He’d put up with a lot of shit from Carmen, and had for most of his life, but Diego was not one of those things. Ever. That was his hard line.  
 
    “Diego, Ma,” Renzo snapped. “You promised to pick him up from the shelter tonight when the daycare closed because you knew I was going to see Rose. I wasn’t going to get back until late. You said you would pick him up. Where the fuck is he?”  
 
    Carmen blinked.  
 
    Too many stupid, high blinks.  
 
    He knew she was going to drift out again before she would even answer him or explain herself. Tomorrow, when she woke up again, she probably wouldn’t even remember what she had done, and it would be pointless to argue with her about it then, too.  
 
    He should have known better than to trust her to pick up Diego, but he really didn’t have a choice today. No one else was available, and she had been trying to stay clean. Or so he thought. 
 
    “Is he still at the shelter?”  
 
    “What sh-elter?” Carmen slurred.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    Renzo stood, and turned fast to head for the front door again. Fuck his mother. She could die there tonight for all he gave a damn.  
 
    Someone more important needed him.  
 
    Diego would always be more important.  
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    Laurie chatted on as her arms swung out one way to show Lucia something, and then just as quickly gestured the other way at something new. The woman was a fast talker, and she walked at just about the same speed she spoke. Lucia found she either had to pay close attention to everything Laurie said, or she missed far too much.  
 
    “Fridays and Saturdays, the shelter has a group of tutors who come in for the women that need an extra boost to pass their high school equivalency.”  
 
    “Could I help with that, too?” Lucia asked. “On Fridays, since I won’t be working weekends, I mean.”  
 
    Laurie shrugged. “You could, if you have time between everything else you’re doing. I don’t see why not.”  
 
    “And you said the kitchen is open seven days a week?”  
 
    “Yes, and you’ll get a schedule for two weeks ahead that show which shifts you’re helping out in there. It might seem a little overwhelming at first, but …”  
 
    Lucia just laughed as the woman trailed off. Overwhelming was not really the best way to describe this place. It was kind of amazing, honestly. The shelter housed twenty women who were very much in need of help to get back on their feet. Nearly all of them had at least one child, but Lucia had noticed a couple with more than one. A great portion of the women were young—some close to her age, and others, only a couple years older.  
 
    As Laurie had explained when they first began their walk-through tour of the facility, it was not her responsibility to tell Lucia the different women’s stories and what caused them to end up in the shelter. If they felt comfortable enough, they would explain it to her themselves.  
 
    But that didn’t stop Lucia from wondering. She was only human, after all. And her first thought was not to ask what had caused the women to end up here at the shelter, but rather, how she could help.  
 
    She was never more aware of her privilege than in that moment. She’d been born rich and to fairly good parents. Society had already given her a hand up by way of both a mother and father in a stable home. She wasn’t one of the ones who would get kicked when they were already down.  
 
    That’s not how it worked for people like her.  
 
    Right now, that was obvious.  
 
    “And since the kids are gone for the day,” Laurie continued, opening the steel double doors that lead into another section of the shelter, “now is a better time to let you see the daycare.”  
 
    “You know, that’s what had me most interested about this place.”  
 
    Laurie smiled over her shoulder. “I noticed you mentioned it in your application to volunteer. Do you like children?”  
 
    “I’ve actually never been around a lot of young kids,” Lucia admitted. “I’m the baby of my family, so someone always felt like they needed to take care of me. I just thought it was interesting that the shelter has managed to run a daycare here alongside everything else they do, so it was an interest of mine.”  
 
    “Well, you’ll get lots of practice with the littles while you’re here.”  
 
    Lucia had to smile at the way the woman called the children who attended the daycare littles. “I look forward to it. You said earlier that the shelter daycare takes kids from low-income families around the area, too?”  
 
    “We’re allowed to have four children per adult. Typically on any given day, we usually have five paid adults and five volunteers. The daycare has two sections—one for four and under. One for five and up. We don’t take kids older than twelve, either. But yes, that allows us to take forty children which we try to divide between the two age groups. At the moment, we only have twenty-nine children in the shelter with their mothers, and not all of them need the daycare on a daily basis. Some have made other arrangements, and some are still in the process of finding a job or getting prepared to go out and look for a job.”  
 
    “That leaves a lot of space open.”  
 
    Laurie stopped at a second set of double doors with colorful flowers and small handprints painted on the window. “It does. I found we usually have about ten open spots, and knowing this area like I do, because I grew up around here, there are always more people in need than what we see. I put out word that the shelter daycare was going to be taking children from morning until evening, Monday through Friday.”  
 
    The woman leaned against the doors, and her gaze drifted over the hallway where cubbies had been set up with a row of small closets. Each one had a rack for shoes, and a small hook to hang a tiny coat.  
 
    “I knew by not putting it in the paper, we wouldn’t have an influx of those who really didn’t need it. Instead, I told a select few who would pass the word around to those who might not otherwise be able to afford daycare for their kids, and were barely scraping by with the arrangements they had. Some of those probably weren’t safe. I made it a first come, first served sort of thing to allow those who truly needed a safe space for their children while they went out to work, or whatever was the case. Come that first Monday, the eleven spots we had open were filled within fifteen minutes of the daycare opening.”  
 
    “And that was it?”  
 
    Because that sounded like a way for people to abuse the system, really. Lucia wasn’t exactly rude enough to say it out loud, of course, but she could think it. If all someone needed to do was get up early enough and arrive at the shelter before anyone else to get their kid into the daycare, then anyone could do it. Not just those who really needed it.  
 
    Laurie laughed like she knew exactly what was going through Lucia’s mind without being told. “We have a file on each child—those from within the shelter, and those who come into the daycare from the outside. A questionnaire has to be filled out, and everything a parent or guardian puts on it has to be validated or confirmed in one way or another.”  
 
    “Things like what?”  
 
    “Residency. Job situation. School. Whatever the case may be that causes the person to need the daycare. We also want to make sure this isn’t just a drop off for people who don’t want to see their kids for the day, you know? I get needing a break from your kids—I have three teenage boys of my own—but that’s not what this place is. But having the open spots in the daycare does help the community, so despite the logistics that we have to keep up on, I do allow it to continue.”  
 
    Lucia nodded. “I get it.”  
 
    “Good. You’re going to be a great addition here, Lucia. And I’m sure it’s going to look great in your portfolio, as well.”  
 
    She couldn’t hide the cringe that flitted over her lips at that statement. Laurie wasn’t wrong. The shelter would look good on her portfolio to the kind of people who would never matter to the people who needed to use this shelter. But to people like Lucia who needed as many good marks on her portfolio as she could get to show a board of people who someday might decide whether or not she was good enough to join their ranks—be it for furthering her education, or a job—then this volunteering gig for the shelter would certainly be great for that.  
 
    That was only part of the reason she was here. Another part of it was her need to have a little bit of freedom before she finally went off to college later in the year.  
 
    But right now?  
 
    Lucia was thinking she needed a dose of reality. She was so sheltered in her life that she’d never even had to think about what happened to people who weren’t as fortunate as her. She’d never once had to consider anything other than getting good grades. Her parents would take care of the rest.  
 
    “It’s not about the portfolio,” Lucia said as the woman opened the doors to the main section of the daycare, “I want to be here. I’d like to help.”  
 
    Laurie let out a quiet sigh. The sound reminded Lucia of the one her mother would make whenever her older brother apologized for doing something wrong, and promised not to do it again when he still lived in the house. As though their mother wanted to believe John, but history proved different things.  
 
    The woman gave Lucia a look as they stepped inside the daycare. “I sincerely hope you keep that attitude once you really get started here. It seems like one thing when we’re operating during quiet hours. It’s quite another when the place is full, we’re at capacity, and people are knocking on the doors asking for help.”  
 
    Lucia blinked.  
 
    What could she say to that?  
 
    Nothing seemed appropriate.  
 
    “Hi, Laurie!”  
 
    The soft, boyish tone drew Lucia’s attention away from the shelter’s manager, and instead to a little boy she hadn’t even noticed was inside the daycare. He sat at a small, circular table in a tiny chair meant for children with a crayon in his hand as he colored what looked to be a purple and blue cat. Beside him, a woman typed something out on her phone before she slipped it into the bag at her side.  
 
    “Diego,” Laurie replied, a wide smile splitting her lips. “How are you, buddy?”  
 
    “Good. I made my cat purple and blue.”  
 
    He was the sweetest thing, Lucia thought. Big, dark russet eyes and pink-tinged cheeks. His dark hair curled at the ends like they could use a trim, but he looked terribly sweet with the longer hair, too. He was still small enough that the backs of his knuckles had dimples. They matched the ones on his cheeks when he smiled, too.  
 
    For some reason, Lucia thought the child looked familiar, but she didn’t know why. There was no possible way she’d met him before, but it felt like it.  
 
    Diego chattered on, and scribbled his crayon against the paper as Laurie looked to the woman sitting beside him.  
 
    “Late again?” she asked.  
 
    The woman shrugged. “I didn’t mind sitting with him.”  
 
    “Still, he knows the rules.”  
 
    “Is my brother coming soon?” Diego asked suddenly, his sweet face popping up expectantly.  
 
    Laurie shot the quiet woman a look. “I thought the mother—”  
 
    “You know he rarely asks about her.”  
 
    Lucia didn’t know what the two women were talking about, and she didn’t feel like it was her place to ask, either. Not that it mattered. Laurie had other things for Lucia to handle, it seemed.  
 
    “Listen, you can get a good look at the daycare tomorrow, Lucia,” she told her. “Could you finish up those papers for me, get them all filled out, and drop them off at the front before you head out for the evening?”  
 
    “Sure,” Lucia murmured.  
 
    “Great. Tomorrow—six sharp.”  
 
    “You got it.”  
 
    Lucia shot one more look over her shoulder as she exited the daycare, and found Diego was staring after her and smiling. He waved one chubby hand as if to silently say goodbye. She waved back.  
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    The Cartier watch on Lucia’s wrist had just ticked past nine o’clock when she finished filling out the papers with her signature on the final line. Beyond the usual info that she had already provided to the shelter, these papers had just been a recap of policies and things that she needed to agree to adhere to while she volunteered at the shelter.  
 
    Things like appropriate behavior, no substance abuse, and other details that didn’t even cross Lucia’s mind on a daily basis. She had found the relationship policy rather interesting, though. Volunteers and workers were, under no circumstances, allowed to become romantically involved with the women in the shelter.  
 
    She wondered how many times that had needed to happen before someone decided to make a policy about it? And just how effective was said policy?  
 
    Shuffling the papers into a neat pile, Lucia scooped them up from the counter she’d been using as a makeshift desk, and headed into the hallway. She was reading over the papers to make sure she hadn’t missed anything when she first heard his voice.  
 
    God knew she hadn’t expected to ever hear it again.  
 
    Maybe that was why heat shot through her body as her spine stiffened like someone had shoved a rod through it. It was confusing, and disconcerting that someone’s voice could make her have that kind of reaction.  
 
    Lucia brushed it off, and picked up her steps to head for the front of the shelter where she needed to drop off her papers. And where that familiar voice was coming from.  
 
    Angry and bitter, the noise picked up as she rounded the final corner.  
 
    “I apologized, didn’t I?” he demanded.  
 
    “You know that’s not the point, though.”  
 
    “I get it—I was late.”  
 
    “It wasn’t even supposed to be you picking him up today, Renzo. It was supposed to be your mother.”  
 
    Lucia came into the main reception area of the shelter in just enough time to see Renzo’s gaze flash with fire as he shoved his fisted hands into the pockets of his jeans. His jaw was stiff—like something strong and sharp carved from marble. If not for the scowl etched on his lips that kept twitching like he was trying to hold back words, she thought he might have been a statue.  
 
    Cold, and beautiful.  
 
    Despite knowing whatever was happening near the entrance doors between Renzo and Laurie was none of Lucia’s business, she couldn’t help but peek over her shoulder as she approached the desk. The woman there seemed to be doing an even better job at minding her own business as she took the papers from Lucia without ever acting like there was a whole very loud argument happening just a few feet away.  
 
    Lucia was not that good.  
 
    She dared another peek over her shoulder. Standing directly behind Renzo with a blue backpack on was Diego. He stared up at the scene in front of him with his tiny brow knotted in confusion. It was plain to see the tiredness in the child’s eyes. How old was he? Maybe four, but he couldn’t be any older than that.  
 
    Lucia briefly wondered if the little boy was Renzo’s son, but then she remembered what Laurie had just said. Their mother was supposed to come and pick up Diego. So, a brother, then.  
 
    “She can’t be counted on, clearly,” Renzo said dryly. “I will make sure—”  
 
    “This is the fifth time this month that someone has been late picking him up. I even held the spot last week in the daycare for him because I knew you were dropping him off as you’d called ahead to let me know.”  
 
    “Listen—”  
 
    “No, you listen, Ren,” Laurie countered just as fast. “I know he needs a safe place to go in the day time, so you can … do whatever it is you do. It is only because you were able to provide a statement from your mother showing you take care of the majority of the child’s needs that I even allowed him a spot here without confirming other things that everyone else who gets a spot has to prove, Renzo. But I can’t keep stretching rules for you when you can’t even follow the basic policies of the daycare.”  
 
    Everything about Renzo’s posture screamed defensiveness. Lucia wouldn’t even have needed to hear him speak to know that just by looking at him.  
 
    “He’ll be picked up on time,” Renzo muttered through a still stiff jaw.  
 
    Laurie sighed. “You have one more chance. And no more calling in for me to save the spot, either. He either gets here on time, or you don’t get it.”  
 
    Renzo sucked air through his teeth, and his gaze swung down to his little brother who had come to stand by his side. It seemed that just by seeing the look of worry on little Diego’s face, Renzo quickly fixed his scowl and offered a smile to the boy. He tousled his hand through Diego’s hair, and winked.  
 
    “Is that understood?” Laurie asked, breaking the two brothers’ moment.  
 
    Renzo let out a grunt, but didn’t take his attention away from his brother. “Yeah, I fucking got it.”  
 
    Laurie only sighed again. Renzo gave the woman one last burning look before he bent down to scoop Diego up to carry him out of the entrance. He’d never even seen Lucia, or so she thought, but she had seen him. That was more than enough for her. She couldn’t begin to explain the strange desire in her chest that made her want to follow him just so she could speak with him, but it was there.  
 
    It grew with every passing second.  
 
    Every breath.  
 
    Lucia wasn’t even sure why. She didn’t know anything about Renzo except the fact he worked for her brother, and that didn’t mean good things. She’d literally watched her brother give the man money, and Lucia wasn’t so young or stupid that she didn’t know what her brother did for a living. Like every other man in her family.  
 
    And John basically said it, too.  
 
    Renzo was bad news.  
 
    The streets made him.  
 
    Yet, all Lucia could think was that the only difference between what Renzo did to get by and what her family did to make their money was the fact they dressed better than he did. So, she really didn’t see the difference.  
 
    And besides, right then, all Renzo had looked like was a young man struggling and at the end of his rope. That made her chest ache for reasons she couldn’t explain.  
 
    “I think that’s all, Lucia, thank you,” the woman behind the receptionist’s desk said. “We’ll have your identification card and everything ready for you here at the front tomorrow. Okay?”  
 
    Lucia blinked back into reality fast. “Okay, thanks.”  
 
    By the time she turned back around, Laurie was already gone from the entrance. Probably back to her office, but who knew for sure. It was only the phone buzzing in her pocket that took Lucia’s attention away from the doors for a second. She answered the phone as soon as she saw her father’s name flashing on the screen.  
 
    A lie was already on the tip of her tongue, too.  
 
    “Hey, Daddy,” she said, “something came up at the shelter, so I might be a little late. That’s okay, right?”  
 
    Lucian chuckled on the other end. “All right. I was just calling to see if you were going to drive yourself home, or if you wanted someone to come get you because I figured you might be tired.”  
 
    “I’ll drive.”  
 
    Right after she spoke with the man who just left.  
 
    Yeah, right after that.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    FOUR 
 
      
 
    “Can I come back?”  
 
    Renzo glanced down at his little brother. Diego’s big, worried eyes stared back at him waiting for the inevitable answer he figured was going to come. It sucked that at only four, his brother was already figuring out the world was not made for people like them. He had to learn far too young that disappointment was really the only thing he could count on.  
 
    Fucking hell …  
 
    God knew Renzo was trying to change that for his brother. He’d managed it for his sister, in some ways, and Diego was next on his list.  
 
    The thing was, the daycare was something Diego enjoyed. He had made friends with some of the other kids who attended, and the adults always kept him busy with some new activity each time he attended. He looked forward to going to the daycare a lot more than he did staying with the chick down the block.  
 
    Getting kicked out would break his heart.  
 
    Renzo wasn’t going to let that happen.  
 
    Bending down to one knee on the sidewalk, he was eye-level with his little brother once he leaned forward a bit. Renzo grabbed hold of Diego’s shoulders, and squeezed just tight enough to give his brother the feeling of a hug.  
 
    “I promise, you can come back,” Renzo said.  
 
    Still, it felt like a lie on his tongue. He was going to try his hardest to make sure Diego didn’t lose his spot. He’d guarantee that if not him, then someone else would be here every single day to pick the kid up even if he had to pay someone to do it.  
 
    Diego shifted the little backpack on his shoulders, and held tight to the straps. “You’re sure?”  
 
    “Do I ever lie to you?”  
 
    His little brother shook his head.  
 
    Renzo grinned, and patted the boy on his grinning cheek. “Exactly, no. Besides, they like you too much in there to kick you out, right?”  
 
    That really had Diego lighting up.  
 
    Renzo could only chuckle.  
 
    “I guess,” Diego said, showing off all kinds of teeth as he smiled.  
 
    Yeah, he guesses.  
 
    Already, the boy was humble.  
 
    Life taught them that shit, too. Way too early.  
 
    “All right. You hungry?”  
 
    Diego nodded. “Yeah, a little.”  
 
    The food he’d grabbed earlier was probably cold and soaked in grease by now. Although, Diego wasn’t fussy when it came to food. He’d eat anything as long as it wasn’t green, and it hadn’t spoiled. He could pop those burgers and fries in the microwave, and they’d be good to go. Diego would be happy.  
 
    Except …  
 
    Their mother was still passed out on the couch. If the crazy bitch hadn’t already woke up from her stupor, and headed out for her next fix. Or overdosed right where she slept. Either was a very real possibility, but it was more likely that she had probably woken up by now and headed out.  
 
    Still, the idea that Diego might see their mother strung out—or worse—was not something Renzo wanted after a day like today. Already, the kid’s mind was probably too heavy with all the other worries he’d picked up. There was no need to add their mother to that when she wasn’t even worthy of her four-year-old’s concerns, frankly.  
 
    Diego glanced up at Renzo again.  
 
    Big-eyed, and tired.  
 
    That much was obvious.  
 
    Renzo sighed. The kid just needed to get home, be fed, and put to bed. If he was quick about it, Diego might not even see their mother on the couch if she was still there by the time they got back. The hallway to the bedroom was in the front of the apartment, anyway.  
 
    “I’m tired, Ren,” Diego said, shifting his little backpack again so that this time, it slipped off his arms and hit the cement sidewalk. “Will you carry me home?”  
 
    It was about four blocks.  
 
    Diego was a good forty pounds.  
 
    God knew Renzo had done enough running around today, and shit. He’d been on his feet all day working. He was tired too. He needed to eat—since all he’d shoved into his mouth today had been a coffee in passing—and a bed.  
 
    Soon.  
 
    It didn’t matter.  
 
    Diego was most important.  
 
    Renzo reached out, and swept his tired brother into his embrace. Diego’s feet lifted from the ground, and he wrapped his limbs tightly around Renzo’s waist and neck. 
 
    “Thanks, Ren,” Diego mumbled against his neck.  
 
    “You got it, buddy.”  
 
    Renzo grabbed that tiny backpack, and let it dangle from his fist as he turned to give one last look at the shelter before they turned off the lights.  
 
    He had not been expecting to see her coming his way.  
 
    Renzo stiffened all over. Oh, sure, he’d seen her out of the corner of his eye while he’d been in the shelter arguing with Laurie, but he didn’t know why the hell she was there except to maybe write a fucking check, and go on her way feeling better about herself. Wasn’t that what her kind did?  
 
    More fucking money than brains.  
 
    Lucia—yeah, he knew her name; everybody who worked the streets under people like the Marcellos knew all their names—lifted a hand as if to wave, and offered a small smile. Renzo stayed like a cold statue as she came even closer, seemingly unbothered by his cool reception and unwelcoming stance.  
 
    “Is Diego okay?” Lucia asked, her gaze skipping to his little brother.  
 
    The boy popped his head up, and smiled brilliantly. Always willing to make someone else happy even when he was anything but.  
 
    “He’s fine,” Renzo replied gruffly.  
 
    What was this chick even doing out here? Or in this part of town, for that matter? It was a bit of a step down for her considering the last time he saw her, she’d been sitting in a black two-door Mercedes with her brother.  
 
    The young woman screamed money. From the Cartier watch on her wrist to the diamond studs in her ears. Even the way her wavy light brown hair had been streaked with red and blonde highlights looked like something that had been done in a proper salon. And that was before Renzo thought to figure out what brand of jeans she had decided to paint on that morning, or if that was actual silk she was wearing for her blouse.  
 
    Yet, even with the money she might as well have been draped in, Renzo wasn’t so distracted that he couldn’t see Lucia was pretty.  
 
    That was a bit rude, really.  
 
    Beautiful was a better description.  
 
    She was tiny featured. Small lips with a perfect cupid’s bow. A button nose. High cheekbones. Soft lines on her face, and an even softer smile. She was petite in height, maybe only reaching his chin, but that didn’t detract from the shape of her hips or the tight cinch in her waist.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    He needed to get laid if he was noticing how nice looking some spoiled little rich girl from the other side of the city was. And he really didn’t need to be thinking about getting laid while he was holding Diego.  
 
    “Hi, Lucia,” Diego said. “Miss Teresa said you’re gonna work here now.”  
 
    Oh, for fuck’s sake.  
 
    Lucia nodded, and smiled back at Diego. “That’s right.”  
 
    Her gaze drifted to Renzo again.  
 
    “What?” he asked.  
 
    “I was thinking about offering you two a ride home. It’s late, and your little brother looks like he’s had a rough day. I don’t know how far you live from here, but do you really want to carry him the whole way?”  
 
    Renzo’s jaw stiffened. “Like I don’t do it every other day?”  
 
    Lucia didn’t miss the bite in his tone if the way her smile faded was any indication. Maybe he took a little bit of satisfaction in that, but he wasn’t about to admit it. Renzo wasn’t the type to be an asshole just to be an asshole. But here he was.  
 
    Something about this chick made his nerves stand up on fucking end. Like little hairs that felt something annoying or bad, and were reacting to it being too close.  
 
    He knew exactly where Lucia Marcello came from, and she was nothing like him. A privileged little girl who probably never knew what it was like to struggle, or walk the streets day after day because she wouldn’t eat otherwise.  
 
    He doubted she knew any of that kind of shit at all.  
 
    And for some reason, it just irked him like nothing else that she was so willing to stand there like she was and act as though there was no difference between the two of them. As if the two of them were somehow on level ground when it came to the rest of the world. Like she wasn’t wearing designer and silk while he was running around in frayed jeans and a leather jacket that he’d won from a bare fist boxing match three years ago.  
 
    Like her heels didn’t have red soles.  
 
    And his combat boots weren’t scuffed all to hell.  
 
    He was the poor kid from the Bronx.  
 
    She was the trust fund baby with mafia connections.  
 
    Oil and water.  
 
    Lucia seemed to pick up on his hesitance to take a ride from her, and she shrugged. “It’s just a ride, you know. You seemed angry inside, and I thought maybe I could make it a little better.”  
 
    Renzo arched a brow high. “Better?”  
 
    “That’s what I said.”  
 
    “A ride isn’t going to make my life better, Lucia.”  
 
    He didn’t miss the way her throat jumped when he said her name, or how her pretty mouth drifted open a little more. He was noticing too much about this chick, and at the moment, his brother was getting heavier by the second on his arm.  
 
    He figured, why not let Diego decide? His kid brother always had a better feeling about people than Renzo did. It was a talent, really.  
 
    “What do you think, Diego,” Renzo started to say, “should we ride with her?”  
 
    Lucia huffed a bit.  
 
    Diego just smiled. “Yeah, Ren.”  
 
    That was that.  
 
    “Guess we’ll take a ride,” Renzo muttered.  
 
    Lucia’s hazel gaze glittered when she smiled brilliantly all over again. She even did a little bounce on her feet that only added to her sprite-like joy.  
 
    Yeah.  
 
    He was noticing way too much.  
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    Renzo did well with silence. He liked it when things were quiet because that meant no one was yelling at him or demanding something. It meant the day was over, and he could try to relax a bit. Silence was his best friend, really.  
 
    Lucia was not the same.  
 
    He wasn’t sure if it was the fact that he was quiet, or because Diego had somehow fallen asleep in the back seat in the span of two blocks, but the woman wouldn’t shut up. She just chatted on like she was having a full-on conversation with him even though he hadn’t opened his mouth to say anything at all.  
 
    Renzo didn’t even know what she was talking about because he had started to tune her out about a block back even if she did look so animated about whatever the hell she was talking about.  
 
    Finally, he got tired of being quiet and asked, “Are you even old enough to drive?”  
 
    That shut her up.  
 
    Lucia’s gaze cut to him, and narrowed. “Would we be in this car otherwise?”  
 
    Well …  
 
    “I don’t know the kinds of strings your people can pull,” he said, shrugging one leather-covered shoulder. “Fake license, maybe. A guy I used to work for got me one when I was sixteen, so I could get into places that required me to be at least eighteen.”  
 
    Lucia rolled her eyes. “I’m almost eighteen. I do have my license, but I had to have some strings pulled to let me drive at night since I’m not eighteen yet. But that won’t matter soon, anyway.”  
 
    Renzo blinked.  
 
    All he heard in that was almost eighteen.  
 
    Which meant she was seventeen.  
 
    Jesus. H. Christ.  
 
    Before he could mull that over, though, Lucia was speaking again. “And how old are you, Renzo?”  
 
    “Old enough to know I have no business sitting in this fucking car.”  
 
    Lucia frowned. “Why?”  
 
    “Many reasons.” He waved that question off. “Turn right at the next stop light.”  
 
    She followed his direction as she hummed under her breath. “I’d say you’re about eighteen, right?”  
 
    Renzo made a noise in the back of his throat. “Close. Nineteen, almost twenty.”  
 
    “Huh.”  
 
    Yeah.  
 
    Like he said … old enough to know better.  
 
    Another block passed them by in silence before Lucia was the first one to break it. Color him surprised. The girl didn’t seem to know how to sit in peace and quiet.  
 
    “I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable by offering you a ride,” she said.  
 
    Well, he hadn’t been expecting that.  
 
    Renzo glanced over at her, but he found all he could see was her profile since she was so focused on what was ahead of them on the road. It didn’t matter, really. The lights from the dash were enough to halo her soft features, so he could linger a little too long on the shape of her lips and the length of her eyelashes.  
 
    She really was something to look at.  
 
    A part of him wondered what else made up this young woman, but the rest of him figured … not very fucking much. Money could give a person a lot of things, but it couldn’t magically turn them into a human being or tune them into the reality of the world around them. That was the thing about those who lived in the rose-tinted bubble of wealth and privilege … they never had to face life. Comfort, stability, and protection was simply paid for, and expected.  
 
    The very second he thought those things, his mind was quick to point out that he didn’t know if those things were true about Lucia. he was only assuming because of the image she presented to the world. A lot like people just assumed whatever the fuck they wanted to about him because of where he came from.  
 
    Where was the difference?  
 
    It didn’t matter. That bitterness was bred as deep as it could be into Renzo’s very fabric of being. He couldn’t even cut that shit out.  
 
    “You didn’t make me uncomfortable,” he lied. “I just figured you probably had better things to do than haul my ass around.”  
 
    Lucia shrugged, and finally glanced over at him. There was honesty staring back from her when she murmured, “Not really.”  
 
    Renzo swallowed hard, and took in their surroundings. “Next parking lot on the right—that’s our apartment building.”  
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    Thankfully, Lucia was soon pulling up in front of Renzo’s apartment building. He wasn’t sure what might be said next between them if he didn’t get the hell out of that car, and soon. He was also getting a little tired of having his own foolishness shoved in his face.  
 
    Lucia quieted as she put the car into park. He turned to thank her—because frankly, he might not have had a mother who raised a half-decent guy, but he still was one at the end of the day—and noticed her gaze skipping over the front of the building.  
 
    God knew the place was an eyesore. Two steps from being condemned, too. Broken bricks, and cracked cement stairs. Two apartments on the bottom had their large windows broken out, and covered with plastic garbage bags because the landlord was a lazy fuck. There were always a few dregs hanging around the outside. Selling dope—Renzo never dealt where he lived just because that could cause problems. 
 
    He could see it written all over Lucia’s face.  
 
    The harsh reality that the two of them were not anything alike. They came from two entirely different worlds.  
 
    This was his.  
 
    It was nothing like hers.  
 
    Renzo scoffed, drawing Lucia’s gaze to him as he muttered a quick, “Thanks.”  
 
    Stepping out of the car, he didn’t say another word to her even as he opened the backdoor, and unbuckled his sleeping brother. He didn’t have anything to say.  
 
    Lucia seemed to think the same.  
 
    Good fucking riddance.  
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    “Come on, Ren, it was a mistake.”  
 
    “Fuck off, Carmen.”  
 
    That was all Renzo offered his mother before he slammed the front door of the apartment. He’d already run Diego down to the shelter daycare in just enough time before they closed the open spots. Laurie wasn’t screwing around the day before when she warned him that they wouldn’t be holding a spot for Diego anymore.  
 
    As much as that sucked, Renzo did understand. It just pissed him off, too. It wasn’t Diego’s fault that his mother was a fuck up, and Renzo made a mistake in thinking he could trust his mother to do anything. Honestly, he should have known better.  
 
    “You little asshole!”  
 
    Renzo kept his back turned to his shouting mother as she opened the apartment door just to lean out in the hallway, make a damn scene, and scream at him. This wasn’t anything new. And the whole floor knew what Carmen Zulla was like on a good day.  
 
    “Remember what I said,” Renzo warned. “I come home one more time and find you strung out, and I’ll personally drop your ass outside. I don’t give a fuck who you are to me, Carmen.”  
 
    Because mothers … they didn’t act like that. They didn’t abuse or neglect. Not a real mother, anyhow.  
 
    Renzo was done feeling guilty for treating his mother like the abusive addict she was simply because she was his mother. The woman deserved what she got—she either wanted to be good for her kids, or she could fuck off.  
 
    That’s just how it was going to be.  
 
    Carmen made a screech—a little too high, he thought. She wasn’t strung out as badly as she had been the night before. But she had definitely smoked something to keep the shakes away and make sure she was up. She hadn’t been home when he took Diego to the daycare, but she was there by the time he got back.  
 
    Someone was feeding the bitch’s need for a fix. And it was somebody close.  
 
    That was probably going to be a problem. One Renzo would eventually have to deal with, but today was not that day. Already, he was late for the daily meeting with his guys down by the corner store. He was already edgy enough considering he had a whole brick of cocaine in his messenger bag, a half a pound of weed, and a bag of opiate pills that were all too popular on the streets lately.  
 
    He hadn’t had time to drop that shit off individually to each guy who needed to deal it. He preferred to do that late at night when he could just skip from building to building without being seen until he had nothing left but his own shit to sell. He certainly didn’t like walking around with this much product in broad daylight.  
 
    If someone thought to jump him, and they took it?  
 
    He’d be the one who had to fix it. Come up with the money to pay it back—impossible, there was at least a hundred-thousand dollars’ worth off drugs in his bag—or something. If he thought to run from the higher ups who kept him supplied with drugs, well … that wouldn’t end well for him.  
 
    They’d hunt him down.  
 
    Like a dog.  
 
    That’s all he was to them, anyway.  
 
    Just a fucking dog.  
 
    Renzo kept his pace at a normal speed as he left his apartment building. He didn’t do any more or less glancing around than he normally would. There was no fucking need to draw unneeded attention to himself because he was acting strange.  
 
    Somehow, he made it to the corner store without any trouble. As he expected, his guys were waiting, and they looked like they weren’t pleased about it.  
 
    Renzo jerked his head to the side, and without needing to be told, Perry, Noah, and Diesel slipped into a connected alleyway. He wasted no time pulling out the packages from his bag, unwrapping the plastic wrap around the bricks of drugs, and handing each person their take for the week. They’d go home, weigh and package everything, and get to work. In a week, they’d all meet up again to hand over money and get their take of the cash, too.  
 
    There was a bit of trust involved in all of this. He had to keep up with the street price of everything. That way, when the guys came back with empty bags but hands full of money, he knew whether or not they were stealing from him.  
 
    So far, none of them dared to.  
 
    A while back, he had four guys. The other three got to learn really up close and personal what happened when someone stole from Renzo. It hadn’t been pretty, but really, it couldn’t be.  
 
    He needed that lesson to stick.  
 
    “Thanks, Ren,” Noah muttered, shoving his take into his own bag.  
 
    The other two echoed the same thing.  
 
    Then, Perry said, “Hey, guess what we heard?”  
 
    “I imagine a lot of things,” Renzo replied. “And probably nothing that I’m very interested in hearing.”  
 
    Diesel laughed. “Right, I bet. Anyway, we heard you got dropped off last night with Diego. Quite a fucking car, we were told. A Mercedes, right? Who are you messing with that they’re driving you home in a Mercedes?”  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    Not the kind of attention he needed. It would not do him any favors for these guys to think he was reaching higher than they could. He didn’t need to be seen as out of their league in any regard. It would make discontent, and he couldn’t fucking trust or control any of them when they thought he was hiding shit like money.  
 
    Renzo glanced up, and gave the three a look they would recognize as him reaching the end of his very thin and frayed rope. “Get to fucking work, and stop listening to the nonsense you hear on the streets.”  
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    “Just make a choice, Lucian,” Jordyn said. “It shouldn’t be this hard.”  
 
    “Well, it is, bella.”  
 
    Lucia was drawn from her mind at her parents’ voices filtering through her thoughts. In the back seat of the Rolls-Royce, she watched familiar streets pass them by from the safety of the vehicle. It was the smell of new leather that she liked the most in a car. Considering the Rolls had been a gift to her mother for their last anniversary from her father, the car still had that smell. Usually, it would comfort Lucia, but right then, it wasn’t doing that at all.  
 
    “You liked the one in the Maldives,” Jordyn pointed out.  
 
    Her father grunted under his breath. “Chicago has business down there, though.”  
 
    “Holy fu—”  
 
    “On our way to church, Jordyn. Try not to swear.”  
 
    Lucia glanced at her mother who was currently sitting in the passenger seat—despite it being her car, she liked being driven around more than she drove—who gave Lucian a look that would burn a lesser man.  
 
    “Get over the Chicago thing,” Jordyn muttered. “That’s all I am saying.”  
 
    “I am over the Chicago thing. I let Liliana get married to that Rossi kid, didn’t I?”  
 
    “You’re calling him a kid, really?”  
 
    “Well—”  
 
    “And let her, Lucian. Let her, though.”  
 
    Her father sighed loudly. “It’s not about Chicago, but the fact they have business there. I don’t want it to seem like us buying that vacation home would be … us trying to step on their toes in some way.”  
 
    “Well, I liked the home in the Maldives. Far more than the other ones we looked at. And it’s over the water, Lucian. I want the Maldives home. Call Tommas—”  
 
    Her father let out another one of those grunts. He only did that when he wasn’t pleased about something. Lucia might typically find an exchange like this between her parents amusing. But right then, she was just thinking about someone and something else.  
 
    “Make that sound to me one more time, Lucian,” Jordyn warned. “Call Tommas in Chicago, let him know we’re looking at a home to buy in the Maldives, and it has nothing to do with business. Simple.”  
 
    “Yes, everything about the mafia is exactly that simple, Jordyn.”  
 
    Lucia had absolutely no reason to open her mouth and join their conversation. It wasn’t like her parents had invited her to do that, or anything. They also hadn’t said she couldn’t join in, either. She was seventeen, not five. If they didn’t want her to hear their conversations, they wouldn’t be having them with her within earshot.  
 
    “How many homes do we have?” Lucia asked.  
 
    She watched her father’s gaze shoot to the rearview mirror, so he could get her in his sights. Her mother, on the other hand, never even looked away from the passenger’s window as she said, “A few.”  
 
    “But how many is a few?”  
 
    Lucian hummed under his breath. “That depends on what you want to know, Tesoro. Just vacation homes, or … properties as a whole.”  
 
    Lucia blinked.  
 
    “Is there a big difference?”  
 
    “Big difference,” her mother said.  
 
    Huh.  
 
    “We have three vacation homes in Europe—one in England, another in Italy with an attached vineyard, and a smaller penthouse in Paris. We also have a large cabin in Canada. They call it a cabin, mind you, but that is only because it is made out of logs and not because it sits on a hundred acres of private property, and has three floors.”  
 
    “There’s also the one in Maine,” Lucia said.  
 
    She remembered that one because she’d visited it more than once as a young girl.  
 
    Jordyn nodded, and shot her daughter a look over her shoulder. “We bought that to have somewhere to stay when I visited my biological father, but after he passed, we rented it out and have not been back.”  
 
    “One in Vegas, too,” Lucian put in after a moment.  
 
    Like it was nothing at all.  
 
    Like they hadn’t just admitted to having six fucking vacation homes, and were considering buying a seventh.  
 
    What kind of a waste of money was that? Sure, she knew her family was well-off. They were beyond the simple title of rich. The Marcellos were vastly wealthy. But sometimes, it didn’t always look that way from the outside when they simply lived in beautiful homes tucked away in normal suburbs with luxury cars in the driveway.  
 
    It was what people didn’t know and couldn’t see where the Marcellos hid their wealth.  
 
    “Do you even visit them all every year?” she asked.  
 
    Lucia was pretty sure she knew the answer to that question. Her parents went on the occasional vacation, and she typically went with them.  
 
    So no, no they did not visit all their many homes.  
 
    “We try to visit a different one each year, if they’re not rented out to someone else,” her father said. “They are good investments, which in turn, means a good profit in the future. That’s why they were purchased and added to our portfolio. Maybe with all you kids out of the house, we will be able to visit more than one a year.”  
 
    He’d offered that with a joking tone, but Lucia was still feeling heavier than normal in her chest. Even her shoulders seemed to slump a bit. Her parents went back to discussing the Maldives vacation home like she hadn’t even been talking to begin with. But right then, she didn’t mind.  
 
    She had other things to think about.  
 
    It was no wonder why Renzo—she’d learned a day after seeing him at the daycare from the shelter’s manager that his surname was Zulla—had looked at Lucia like she was something from another world. And not necessarily a world he wanted to know or visit, either.  
 
    She’d dropped him off at his place that night, and found herself concerned by the people loitering near the front of the worn down building. Mostly because they hadn’t exactly looked friendly, and she was concerned they might cause Renzo problems since he had a four-year-old in his arms.  
 
    Yes, she’d noticed the fact there was nowhere for Diego to play but a parking lot. Yes, she noticed the shape of the building. And yes, it made her take a second look.  
 
    She hadn’t meant to offend him, but that’s what his scoff and hard slam of the car door said she did. But maybe she understood now … he looked at her and saw things he did not have, and things he would never be.  
 
    Or that’s what he thought.  
 
    Lucia was lost in those thoughts of hers until her father finally pulled the Rolls into the parking lot of a familiar church. Every Sunday, never failed, this was where Lucia was supposed to be. Her father stepped out of the car first after parking to head for the passenger side and open the door for her mother.  
 
    Her mother, though, took that time to turn in her seat a bit to look at Lucia with a curious expression. “Are you okay? You seemed upset earlier … but then quiet.”  
 
    No, not really.  
 
    Lucia decided to lie, anyway. “I’m fine, Ma.”  
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    “Lucia, you saw the schedule change, didn’t you?”  
 
    Lucia’s head popped up over the counter where she was currently working to pull out dishes that would be needed for the morning rush at the shelter. She had learned, since she started work there a few days earlier, that thanks to donations of food and money, they were able to serve an average of a hundred people per mealtime. It was more than the shelter housed, so it was the only time that the doors were opened for anyone who needed fed off the streets.  
 
    She’d figured that the kitchen would probably be her least favorite place to work in the shelter. She didn’t do well in chaotic situations—that wasn’t where she did her best work, frankly. Yet, she found the kitchen and serving food to be one of her favorite parts. Maybe it was because each face had a new story to tell, and they were always kind and grateful just to be there. Plus, they liked having someone to talk to.  
 
    Lucia liked listening.  
 
    She was good at that.  
 
    It always seemed like everyone working the kitchen made it a point to have fun, too. Music was always filtering over the chatter of people and the clattering of dishes. It didn’t matter if you were in the back scrubbing out pots, or at the front on the serving line … someone would make you smile and laugh.  
 
    “Did you see it?” Laurie asked again.  
 
    “Um, no,” Lucia admitted. “I just came right back here to get started and didn’t double check. Sorry.”  
 
    Laurie smiled as Lucia set another pile of plates on the metal counter. “Yeah, I don’t blame you. I never get to work in the kitchen as much as I want to anymore. It’s still my favorite place to be, but now I get to push all the papers and make sure everyone is doing what they’re supposed to be doing. Like you.”  
 
    Laughing, Lucia wiped her hands across the apron. “Where am I supposed to be, then, and could I maybe convince you to let me stay here instead?”  
 
    The woman had the decency to pretend she was considering Lucia’s request before she fake frowned, and shrugged. “Sorry, can’t do it. They really need an extra adult in the daycare today since it’s at capacity, and you know how it can get in there. Besides, you’re great with the kids and most of them who are regulars already know your name. I am sure they would be super excited to see you walk through the doors.”  
 
    Well …  
 
    Lucia nodded. “All right.”  
 
    Laurie laughed. “Yeah, I didn’t figure you’d have a problem with switching.”  
 
    Not really.  
 
    The daycare was Lucia’s second favorite place to work in the shelter. She did enjoy the kids a lot, and it was another place that was all about fun, and it kept her moving from one thing to another. She enjoyed being busy. Time passed faster, and she got to feel like for a few hours, she was making an impact for someone else.  
 
    With those kids, she wasn’t Lucia, the mafia principessa. She wasn’t some rich girl who people looked at and figured she was just there to get a good mark on her portfolio for volunteering before she headed out to college in California to start the second semester.  
 
    She was just Lucia.  
 
    Lucia found that she wanted to just be herself here a lot more than she wanted to be the thing people saw her as when she walked in the doors.  
 
    “Okay, hurry over to the other side of the shelter, and get in there to help,” Laurie said, turning to head back to whatever she was doing for the morning.  
 
    “Aww, Lucia’s leaving!”  
 
    The echo came out from the kitchen behind Lucia, traveling over the noise of the latest song on the radio and the laughter from the joke someone had just told.  
 
    Lucia laughed as a half of a dozen voices echoed the same sentiment as she shrugged off her apron, and pulled the gloves from her hands.  
 
    “Bye, Lucia!”  
 
    Yeah, she enjoyed the daycare.  
 
    The kitchen was still her favorite, though.  
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    “Will you be here tomorrow?” little Rowen asked, her big brown eyes and corkscrew curls bobbing in her excitement as she stared up at Lucia. The girl’s mother apparently had a shift change this week, and so, she needed someone to look after her while she did her morning hours. The daycare it was. “I hope so.”  
 
    Lucia smiled as she bent down to help the girl slip her pink, sparkly backpack on. “I’m pretty sure I’m in here working tomorrow, too.”  
 
    “Awesome!”  
 
    Rowen’s exclamation was punctuated with a tiny fist pumping into the air. The girl’s mother smiled at the doorway, and as soon as she called out her daughter’s name, Rowen gave a little wave before heading off.  
 
    Lucia checked her watch to find it was time for her lunch break. The thirty minutes wasn’t much, but it allowed her to grab something from the kitchen, and relax for a few seconds. After letting one of the other supervisors know she was taking her break, she headed out of the loud and busy daycare.  
 
    “Loud down there today, isn’t it?”  
 
    Lucia popped her head into Laurie’s office because she figured it would be rude to just agree and pass on by. “It is, but they’re having a great time. Finger painting today, so messy.”  
 
    The woman never took her gaze away from the paperwork on her desk. From what she understood, Laurie had started this shelter out of her home a decade or more ago. It had since grown into the amazing organization it now was. The woman was always the last one to leave, and the first one to arrive.  
 
    This place would never fail with Laurie running it. Not to mention, Laurie was a motivator for everyone around her, including Lucia. Focused, driven, and always wanting to help. The woman never asked for something from someone else. She simply went out, and got whatever it was that she needed for her shelter, or whatever the case may be.  
 
    “I was meaning to ask you something,” Lucia hedged.  
 
    It had been on her mind for a few days, but she’d swallowed down her questions thinking that Laurie likely wouldn’t tell her anything—if she even did know something—or the woman wouldn’t have anything to say.  
 
    “What’s that?”  
 
    “I noticed Diego Zulla hasn’t been around in a few days. He was here the day after I first started, but not since. Is that … usual for him?”  
 
    Really, she was trying to find out where the boy and his brother were at the moment. With every day that passed where Lucia didn’t see Diego show up at the shelter’s daycare, the more concerned she became.  
 
    For him, and Renzo.  
 
    Plus, Lucia was worried that maybe their awkward interaction that night in her car caused Renzo to avoid the daycare altogether. She hadn’t meant to make him feel badly about his situation. He, like everyone else in this damn world, was doing the best they could given what he had.  
 
    No one could expect anything more.  
 
    Laurie finally glanced up from the paperwork in front of her with a soft gaze. “It is a little unusual for him to go this long without attending the daycare, but that’s not my business, and it isn’t your business, either. That’s important to remember here, Lucia. There is only so much you can do, and becoming too involved with one person in particular can cause a problem. I hope you understand.”  
 
    Sure, she did.  
 
    That didn’t mean she was going to listen to the advice, or heed it, for that matter. If Renzo was avoiding the daycare because of her, then she was going to let him know that was pointless, and it only really hurt Diego in the end.  
 
    She knew where he lived. She could go right over there and let him know that as soon as she was done with her shift.  
 
    She certainly wasn’t going there just because she wanted to see Renzo again.  
 
    No …  
 
    It wasn’t that at all.  
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    Lucia wasn’t sure which thing bothered her more. The fact that the guys loitering on the steps of Renzo’s apartment building were leering at her car like they wanted to get their hands on it, or that their attention instantly switched to her the second she stepped out of the car.  
 
    Jesus.  
 
    “Well, look at that. Damn.”  
 
    One of them even whistled.  
 
    Lucia was quite aware that she was pretty. She took after her mother with her soft features that were made even more dainty by the fact she was sprite-like in size. She also learned how to wield a makeup brush and hair tools from the time she was little because her two older sisters, Liliana and Cella, thought that was an important skill for her to learn.  
 
    That didn’t mean she enjoyed being leered at like a piece of meat walking down the sidewalk. She was pretty sure no woman enjoyed that feeling.  
 
    “Bit of a step down for a chick like you around here, ain’t it?” someone else called.  
 
    Lucia clenched her jaw, and tightened the coat around her waist as she headed for the steps of the apartment building. The guys’ comments only picked up more the closer she came, but she just tuned them out until she was standing right in front of them.  
 
    “I’m looking for someone,” she said.  
 
    The guy in the middle with the longer hair and beady blue eyes sneered. “You’re in the wrong place then, girly.”  
 
    Girly.  
 
    Lucia couldn’t even try to not be offended at that statement. “First, don’t call me that. Second, I know Renzo Zulla lives here. That’s who I’m looking for. I need an apartment number, if that’s not too much to ask.”  
 
    Looks passed between the three guys, but the one in the middle was the only one who seemed to want to do any talking for the time being. Lucia didn’t really give a shit who talked, as long as someone did, and they gave her the right apartment number. The less time she had to spend outside with them, the better.  
 
    “Since when does Ren hang out with someone like you?”  
 
    Lucia lifted a single brow. “What does someone like me even mean?”  
 
    “How much does your car cost?”  
 
    “I don’t know. I’ll ask my father, and let you know the next time I come around. If you’re done making comments about my money, an apartment number would be great.”  
 
    The guy scoffed under his breath, and glanced away from Lucia like she wasn’t worth looking at anymore. He could try to save his pride all he wanted. She didn’t care as long as she got the apartment number.  
 
    “Floor three, apartment five,” the guy muttered. “Don’t chip a fucking nail on your way up there, princess.”  
 
    Lucia moved past the guys sitting on the steps, and replied, “It’s principessa, actually. If you want to insult me, at least do it right.”  
 
    She was all too aware that she really shouldn’t be antagonizing people she didn’t even know from a hole in the ground, but they weren’t the only ones who had too much pride. She didn’t want to be insulted just because she looked like an easy target. No Marcello would stand for that, woman or not.  
 
    Lucia entered the building and made sure not to look back at the guys she’d left behind. She didn’t want to give them the indication they bothered her or got under her skin. She figured that probably wouldn’t be to her benefit. Bullies, no matter what kind, were all the same at the end of the day. They only kept being pests because they believed they were getting somewhere.  
 
    Soon, Lucia had climbed the three flights of stairs and opened the heavy metal door to the hallway belonging to a row of apartments. The first thing she saw when she opened the door was a woman passed out down the hallway.  
 
    And by passed out, the woman was out.  
 
    She didn’t know from what, but given the hallway smelled like cheap beer and the woman had an empty bottle of Colt 45 beside her, Lucia figured it was probably alcohol.  
 
    It took Lucia entirely too long to realize the woman was passed out right in front of Renzo’s apartment. On the hallway floor. 
 
    Great.  
 
    She was careful not to touch the woman as she leaned over her to knock on the door, but that didn’t stop her from glancing down. Pale, and with a bit of vomit on the side of her mouth, the woman looked like a sore fucking sight.  
 
    And it just made Lucia sad.  
 
    Who was she?  
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    Renzo was done with being on his feet for the day. Entirely fucking done. As much as he loved his combat boots, he was starting to think he needed to wear something else on his feet if he was going to be running all over the place. With his head down, and his hands shoved in his pockets, he wasn’t paying attention to what was down the block. He was intent on checking in with his guys, then getting home to drop off the bag of shit hanging over his shoulder, and then he could go pick up Diego from the chick a few apartment buildings down who had agreed to watch him for a couple of weeks.  
 
    Renzo sighed, and dragged a hand out of his pocket to scrub down his face. God knew Diego would much rather go to the shelter daycare, but the idea of running into Lucia again put Renzo on edge. There was something about that woman that made his hackles rattle, and he felt like she was taunting him just by being alive.  
 
    He knew it was irrational. It wasn’t her fault that their lives were entirely different. She hadn’t chosen to be born to the family and wealth she had been given, just like he hadn’t chosen to be born like he was.  
 
    It didn’t matter.  
 
    Renzo figured the easiest way to move on from all of that shit was to put as much distance between himself and Lucia as he possibly could. That, unfortunately for Diego, included the daycare. Although, how long this would last was anyone’s guess. The woman babysitting Diego this week could only do so because she had time. Next week might be a different story, and Renzo would either have to figure something else out, or take Diego back to the shelter daycare. Which would make the kid happy as hell.  
 
    “You always lookin’ at the ground whenever you’re walkin’ somewhere, or what, shithead?”  
 
    That fucking voice.  
 
    Renzo reacted to that voice in such a visceral way, it was impossible for him to hide it. Like nails raking down a chalkboard, or a damn spike being driven right into his spine with as much force as possible. He got cold all over, and yet hot with anger at the same damn time. Stiffening like a board, and fisting his hands at his sides, he came to a stop as he lifted his head to find a familiar man leaning against the brick of a corner store. The same store Renzo used to meet up with his guys every morning before they headed out to work, and then again in the evenings when they had to check in.  
 
    In fact, Perry, Noah, and Diesel were there waiting for Renzo now. Which only put him on a steeper edge as his gaze drifted between his guys down by the payphone, and his father who couldn’t have worse fucking timing.  
 
    What was he even doing here?  
 
    Renzo swore this asshole only showed up in his life when he wanted one of two things—to either remind Renzo of the shit he came from, or to get money. A habitual gambler, a drinker, and an all-around abuser, the man was absolute scum. He’d never taken care of the two children he’d helped create with Renzo’s mother, and he only caused chaos and problems whenever he did show up into their lives.  
 
    It was like looking in a mirror as he regarded this man. Well, an older and shittier mirror, maybe. A disappointing, useless, cocksucker of a mirror.  
 
    Dark hair that hadn’t been washed in a few days.  
 
    Russet, bloodshot eyes.  
 
    Defensive posture.  
 
    Toothpick hanging out of the side of his mouth.  
 
    “Son,” Charlie muttered around his toothpick. “Heard you’d be walkin’ past this way around this time. Thought we should chat.”  
 
    Renzo’s jaw clenched, and ached from the force. “We don’t have anything to talk about. Pretty sure the last time we talked, you told me to fuck off, and stay there.”  
 
    And all he asked for was a place for Rose to stay after she had a blowout fight with their mother. Charlie had laughed, told his son to fuck off, and then slammed the apartment door in Renzo’s face. That was after it took Ren a few days to track this asshole down because God knew where he was on a regular basis.  
 
    Charlie shrugged, and tipped his head to the side to peer at the waiting guys. “That your crew, or …?”  
 
    “That’s none of your business. What do you want?”  
 
    Better to get his father on track, figure out what he could do to make the man go away, and be done with it. Renzo didn’t need Charlie’s brand of trouble, but especially not out on these streets where he worked.  
 
    “Want to know what you’re up to,” Charlie returned, those dark, bloodshot eyes darting back to Renzo’s. “I can’t come around to check up on my son? Maybe I was thinkin’ about you, and wanted to see you.”  
 
    That toothpick in his father’s mouth bounced with every word, and for some reason, the sight of it made Renzo’s blood boil. The man was so cool, calm and unbothered. Like he wasn’t standing there talking to one of the two kids he just fucking abandoned. Renzo had the strangest urge to take that toothpick, and stab it through his father’s eye just because he could and he bet it would feel damn good to do it, too.  
 
    He wasn’t the kind for violence. He could be violent, when the time called for it. A lot of his business on the streets was violent, in some ways. That was how he stayed on top, but it was also how he made sure no one else fucked around with him.  
 
    But he didn’t want to have to do any of that. He didn’t want to resort to breaking someone’s face just because he needed to survive. That was the thing, though—this was life for him. And yet, he found it was extremely easy for him to want to absolutely slaughter this man in front of him. Consequences be damned, they would be worth it.  
 
    The only thing that held Renzo back was thoughts of his siblings. Rose would be screwed out of her private schooling, and Diego would likely go into the system the first time someone found him alone without their mother because she fucked off to get high again.  
 
    “Listen, if you want to meet up or something,” Renzo started to say, “then let’s figure out a way to do that, but I am busy today. I have to go pick up Diego, and—”  
 
    “How’s the little bastard, anyway?” his father asked.  
 
    Renzo felt the pain in his chest at that question. It bloomed fast, and harsh. Entirely unforgiving as it wrapped around his heart to crush it like a dead weight that meant absolutely nothing.  
 
    How flippant and cold Charlie could be whenever he decided to ask after little Diego. The only one of the three Zulla kids that didn’t belong to him, Charlie liked to make sure none of them forgot it whenever he did come around to show his unwanted face. Usually, he just outright ignored Diego, which made the boy confused because even though Charlie wasn’t his dad, Carmen tried to say he was.  
 
    They didn’t know who Diego’s father was.  
 
    “Diego,” Renzo said lowly, “his name is Diego.”  
 
    “Yeah, that one.”  
 
    Renzo clenched his fists so tightly at his sides, that his fingernails cut into his palms. It was only that little shock of pain that kept him from flying across the sidewalk to break his knuckles on his father’s face.  
 
    “Hey, Ren?”  
 
    The call of his name drew his attention to the payphone again, and his guys loitering there. He tipped his chin as a silent greeting and acknowledgment which Perry returned.  
 
    “Head out, yeah?” Ren called back. “We’ll meet up tomorrow instead. Shit came up.”  
 
    Clearly.  
 
    The guys nodded, grabbed their backpacks from the ground, and headed down the street. Although, not without looking back a couple of times. Renzo really didn’t need people thinking he had problems—personal or otherwise. That was not the image he wanted to project when he came out onto these streets to work.  
 
    People saw weakness, and they exploited it.  
 
    That’s just how it worked.  
 
    “So, what do—”  
 
    Renzo swung back to his father before the man could even finish his sentence. “What in the fuck do you want?”  
 
    Charlie’s gaze widened momentarily before he smirked a bit. Maybe even appreciatively.  
 
    Renzo didn’t care. He was done with this man, and playing whatever games Charlie wanted to play. He had better shit to be doing, and more important people to take care of—simple as that.  
 
    “Your mother, actually,” Charlie mumbled around the toothpick.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    What the fuck would he want with Carmen? The two never spoke, and didn’t even hang around the same junkie circles. In a way, Renzo considered that a good thing because it was one less thing for him to worry about.  
 
    Sort of.  
 
    Charlie pulled the toothpick from between his lips, and flicked it to the ground as he looked at his son again. “Your mother—she owes people money, Ren.”  
 
    Not that he didn’t already know for what, but he still asked, “What does she owe for, then?”  
 
    “Probably for whatever shit she’s smoking or shooting into her body lately, but that’s not the point. They’re coming to me for it because they know at some point, I took care of her. They know she pushed out a couple of my kids, so they think I’m still …” His father gestured with one hand as if to wave at him, saying, “Coming around, looking after you all, if you get my drift.”  
 
    “Too bad for them, then, I guess,” Renzo said, deciding he was done with the conversation. He turned on his heels, and started down the sidewalk again, leaving his father behind. “Good luck with that, Charlie.”  
 
    Renzo probably shouldn’t have turned his back to the man—he likely wouldn’t have done that on any other day but today was just one of those. He was tired, not thinking right, and he had better shit to do than stand there and chat with an asshole like Charlie.  
 
    It wasn’t like his father would try to lay a lickin’ on him or anything. Charlie stopped doing that when Renzo turned fifteen. He hit a fucking growth spurt, and broke his father’s face on a kitchen table after he showed up one day, slept on their couch, and then called Rose a slut for wearing a skirt he didn’t like.  
 
    But the man might just be stupid enough to try.  
 
    “Ren.”  
 
    His father’s call was punctuated by footsteps a second before a hand landed hard to his shoulder. Fuck.  
 
    Just having this man touch him—even if it wasn’t in a violent way—was enough to make Renzo’s rage spike as high as it could go. There was no one who made him want to go out and catch himself a felony like Charlie did every time his stupid face showed back up for one thing or another.  
 
    Swinging around fast on the street, Renzo’s hands came up to shove against his father’s chest. Charlie hadn’t been expecting the move if the way he stumbled back a few steps in order to catch himself was any indication. Renzo took a bit of satisfaction in that fact.  
 
    “You keep your fucking hands off me,” Renzo warned.  
 
    Charlie sighed, and shook his head as he righted himself. “You got the viciousness of your mother, but all that anger is me, Ren.”  
 
    “I’m nothing like you.”  
 
    His father tipped his head to the side like he was considering those words. “That may be true enough, son.”  
 
    “What do you need, huh?” Renzo asked. “How much cash is going to get you away from me for a while?”  
 
    “It ain’t for me. You want to keep those lookin’ for your mother away from your little brother, and your sister, too, don’t you? Stop acting like a prick, Ren, and use your head. You know what you do when somebody owes you, yeah? Well, she owes somebody. I’m the first place they came to. Who do you think they’re coming to next?”  
 
    Was this his father’s fucked up way of trying to take care of them in a roundabout way, or was this just another stunt of Charlie’s? That was the thing—it was damn near impossible to tell the difference.  
 
    “How much?” Renzo demanded, his teeth clenched.  
 
    “Right now, she’s two-Gs in the hole,” Charlie returned.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    Renzo had it, sure. Stuffed away in a container he kept hidden in the apartment freezer. The only place his mother wouldn’t look because she couldn’t cook worth shit, and instead of consuming food, she just pumped drugs into her body. But that small bit of money was the only savings Renzo really had. It was his backup if something came up, or whatever. If he took two grand out of it, that wasn’t going to leave him very much left.  
 
    “They’re not nice people,” his father added quieter, “a lot like the people who you work for, I’d say.”  
 
    Renzo stiffened.  
 
    That sealed the deal, really.  
 
    “Fine. I’ve got it at the apartment. Keep the fuck up, Charlie.”  
 
    That was all Renzo said before he turned around, and walked off. He made sure to keep a good ten strides between him and his father, though.  
 
    He didn’t even want to share that man’s air.  
 
    Renzo wished the couple of blocks it took to get to the apartment went by faster than it did. Instead, it felt like they crawled the entire way. All the while, his father chatted on behind him like Renzo was listening, or gave a damn.  
 
    Neither of which he was doing.  
 
    Charlie closed the distance between them as Renzo climbed the entrance steps to the run-down apartment building. Maybe it was because of the people sitting on the steps that eyed Charlie, but not Renzo. Charlie hadn’t visited this particular apartment since Renzo started renting it, so no one who usually loitered around the front would recognize his face.  
 
    New faces typically meant trouble around here.  
 
    “Yo, Ren!”  
 
    Renzo, having just grabbed for the handle on the door, leaned back to see who was shouting at him from a window higher up. The man leaning out the window with a blunt between his fingertips and white smoke trailing higher gave him a nod.  
 
    “Had a girl asking about you a while ago—that’s her car, yeah? Pretty thing, but she shouldn’t be around here, you know?”  
 
    Oh, for fuck’s sake, please don’t tell me— 
 
    Renzo didn’t even get to finish his thought because he turned to see which car the man was talking about, and yeah, there it sat. Lucia’s black Mercedes, locked up tight. He didn’t even have to wonder how he missed that car when he passed it by. His mind was on other things—like getting his father the hell out of his hair.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    Charlie whistled low. “That’s a nice car. And you know the chick driving it, do you?”  
 
    This day could not get worse.  
 
    “Mind your business,” Renzo snapped at his father.  
 
    Charlie only shrugged. “Just sayin’—”  
 
    “And stay out here. I’ll bring your money out.”  
 
    Renzo just expected his father to listen to him and follow directions because Charlie didn’t have any reason to follow him inside. He hoped for too much because his father came inside, anyway, and gave him a look that dared him to tell him to go again.  
 
    “Stay in the hallway, then,” Renzo said.  
 
    “I’ll think about it.”  
 
    Asshole.  
 
    Renzo wished he could say that when he got upstairs, the sight of Lucia inside his apartment taking care of his strung-out mother was easy to take … but it wasn’t. She didn’t even see him standing there in the apartment doorway. She didn’t notice him as he watched her wipe down his mother’s face with a wet rag.  
 
    She didn’t know he was there at all.  
 
    And maybe that was for the best. Those first few seconds let him have all those emotions he didn’t want her to know he was feeling. All the shame and embarrassment was that nearly always constant whenever his mother was involved. The anger that … Jesus Christ, why was she here again? She’d be far better off staying on her own side of the city, and not trying to fit in on his. And oddly, he also found himself feeling grateful.  
 
    Because what Lucia was doing for Carmen in those moments, Renzo couldn’t even be bothered to attempt to do anymore. He’d lost all empathy for his mother long ago. His ability to worry and love her had gone out the window right along with his respect for her, too. Every overdose … every time he had to pick up the pieces of Diego … all this fucking shit she had done to them meant he just couldn’t afford to care anymore.  
 
    Lucia didn’t know those things, though.  
 
    Apparently, she was just the type to care.  
 
    How sweet.  
 
    “How did you get in my apartment?” Renzo demanded.  
 
    Lucia’s head popped up, and her striking hazel eyes found his in an instant. He could see the concern and softness reflecting back in her gaze, but he couldn’t be bothered to deal with that right now.  
 
    She shouldn’t be here.  
 
    He needed her to go for more reasons than she would ever be able to understand. Because he didn’t want her to see what his life was like. Because his father and mother didn’t even deserve to know who this young woman was, never mind her name. Because in those few seconds, Renzo realized Lucia Marcello might just be exactly what he thought she was—better than him.  
 
    Not because of money.  
 
    Or status.  
 
    Or anything like that.  
 
    No, because she could care.  
 
    He stopped doing that long ago.  
 
    “The landlord was doing a walk through the apartment,” Lucia explained. “He said it was your mom, that she’s like this … pretty often. He let us in, and I got her cleaned up. Sorry, I didn’t mean to—”  
 
    “Why are you even here?”  
 
    Lucia blinked, and hurt marred her features. He wished it didn’t affect him like it did to see the water that lined her lashes, but it bothered him all the same. He didn’t want to be mean to this girl, but Christ, they were two entirely different people from worlds that would never mix. She could keep being sweet and kind all she wanted because at the end of the day, Renzo was still going to be the same asshole wearing a leather jacket and combat boots.  
 
    He had to be.  
 
    He didn’t know how else to survive.  
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about Carmen, pretty thing,” Charlie said, moving past Renzo in the doorway. He didn’t miss the way his father leered at Lucia, either. That hot shot of anger that burned in his gut wasn’t new, but it was a hell of a lot stronger than what he’d been feeling earlier. Now, he really just wanted to get Lucia out of his father’s sights. “She’s always strung-out, or drunk … or a mixture of the two. Leave her be.”  
 
    Charlie came closer to Lucia, who kept looking between his father, and Renzo. “Now, who are you?”  
 
    “It’s time to go,” Renzo said to Lucia. 
 
    Firm.  
 
    Dark.  
 
    Cold.  
 
    He wasn’t accepting no for an answer. He needed her out. And it would be to all their benefits if she just stayed fucking gone.  
 
    Renzo didn’t know what did it. It could have been him speaking, or his father still leering at her, but Lucia got up. She grabbed her bag, and headed past Renzo in the hallway without a look back at his mother. She did slow down as she passed him by, though.  
 
    Just enough to whisper, “I only wanted to check on you and Diego. You hadn’t been around—I was worried. I wanted to make sure you both were okay.”  
 
    Yeah, sweet.  
 
    Kind.  
 
    Pretty.  
 
    All things Renzo really didn’t deserve or need.  
 
    “Does my life look okay to you?” he asked.  
 
    Lucia didn’t break his gaze as she replied, “I didn’t say your life. I said you.”  
 
    “They’re the same thing.”  
 
    “But are they, Renzo?”  
 
    She didn’t give him a chance to think that over, or reply. She was already gone.  
 
    Renzo kind of hoped she stayed that way.  
 
    And he also wondered if she might come back.  
 
    Fuck my whole life.  
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    “Ren, where’s Ma?”  
 
    Renzo kneeled down to tug the blue blanket back over Diego’s tiny body. The only bedroom in the entire apartment, and he always made sure Diego was the only one who got to sleep in it. It was his space—safe from anything happening outside.  
 
    Diego didn’t have much in there. Just his bed, a beat-up dresser full of clothes that had been either bought at a thrift shop, or passed down from someone else, and a few toys. What he cherished the most were his books, and the model car that Renzo had bought him last Christmas and spent seventeen hours putting the damn thing together piece by piece.  
 
    “Uh, Ma’s … out,” Renzo lied.  
 
    Carmen had started choking on her vomit shortly after Lucia left, and an ambulance had to be called. Which made Renzo late to pick up Diego at the babysitter’s, and caused the chick to rant at him for a minute too long about making sure to pick Diego up on time or else.  
 
    Fuck it all.  
 
    Maybe later, he’d call the emergency room where he knew Carmen had been taken, and ask if she was awake and lucid. That was about the only thing he was going to do, though. It would be in her best benefit if the doctors recognized her for what she was—an addict in need of help—and forced her into inpatient rehab.  
 
    But that was unlikely.  
 
    It wasn’t how the system worked.  
 
    “Okay,” Diego said, holding tight to the book that Renzo had just finished reading him. “Night, Ren.”  
 
    Renzo leaned over the bed, and pressed a quick kiss to his brother’s forehead before he stood up, and left the bedroom. He didn’t bother to close the door. Often, Diego would wake up and walk the apartment to find his brother.  
 
    He rarely ever looked in the bathroom first which was the place someone could always find Renzo when nighttime fell, and he could finally go to sleep.  
 
    Yanking open the small closet in the hallway, Ren pulled out the pillow he kept hidden in there. Given there was only one bedroom, and it belonged to Diego, Renzo was not going to fit on the boy’s small bed. He also wasn’t sleeping on the floor. God knew he’d slept on the ground too many times as it was.  
 
    He also wouldn’t take the couch because for one, his mother used it when she was around, but right then, it still smelled like a mixture of bleach and vomit. It needed cleaned again. Or just tossed out altogether.  
 
    That was a more likely option.  
 
    But he’d have to go get another one.  
 
    So yeah, no bedroom, no floor, and definitely no couch. That really only left Renzo with one option, and that was the bathtub.  
 
    He’d slept in more bathtubs over his lifetime than he cared to admit, but out of all the things in his life, it was the one thing he didn’t find very much shame in. He found it comforting.  
 
    Climbing into chipped porcelain, resting the pillow behind his head, and unloading the shit in his pockets that he’d gathered over the day. A roll of small bills, a grinder for herbs, the small baggie of weed and papers he kept on hand for days like today, a lighter, a pack of smokes, and the gun he kept tucked into the back of his pants. He rested all the items on the edge of the tub, tucked his arms behind his head, and stared up at the yellow-tinted ceiling.  
 
    He should light up a joint, and smoke the bathroom out.  
 
    He should go to sleep.  
 
    He should worry about tomorrow.  
 
    He should have done a lot of things.  
 
    Instead, when he closed his eyes, he thought about red-soled shoes, hazel eyes, and a girl that asked him a question he really wasn’t ready to answer.  
 
    Was his life who he was, too?  
 
    Did it make him?  
 
    He’d always thought yes.  
 
    She said it like the answer was no.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Streams of light basked in flecks of gold and streaked with slashes of white crawled across Lucia’s face. She wasn’t the type to enjoy sun on her face first thing in the morning, not when that meant it was time to get up. She wasn’t sure how long she had been sitting here staring at the light peeking between the opened slat in the curtains. Long enough that her alarm clock had run its course, and then went off again five minutes later in an effort to remind her that she needed to get up.  
 
    She never even turned it off. It played itself out.  
 
    “Lucia!”  
 
    Her gaze drifted from the window, to the closed door of her bedroom. Her father’s shout echoed from down the hallway, but she didn’t answer him back. She knew what he wanted.  
 
    Not that she hadn’t gotten up yet.  
 
    Not that she might be late for work.  
 
    No, it was her birthday.  
 
    He had a surprise for her.  
 
    Lucia could always bet on that when it came to her parents and her birthday. They never shied away from buying her beautiful things to remind her just how much she was loved by them. Maybe that’s what had made her pause that morning when she first opened her eyes and realized today was her eighteenth birthday.  
 
    Instead of being flooded with thoughts about herself, her life, the shit she had to do today … or anything at all that she would usually think about first thing in the morning, she saw the sunlight coming in and thought about something else entirely.  
 
    Renzo.  
 
    Where was he waking up this morning? Was he already up? She didn’t have to wonder if he was sleeping in a California king-size bed like her. She didn’t have to wonder if he would have to walk down two flights of stairs just to reach his kitchen. And she knew—without a doubt—he didn’t have someone calling for him to wake up because they likely had something expensive to give him.  
 
    This seemed to be Lucia’s life now. Thinking about a guy who made every effort to point out that he either didn’t like her, or wouldn’t like her.  
 
    Funny how that worked.  
 
    “Lucia!”  
 
    “I’m up,” she called back to her father.  
 
    His shout had been closer that time. Before he came and knocked on her door, she figured she might as well just get the hell up. The last thing she needed was her parents thinking something was going on with her. They were predictable in the way they would likely pry into her issues until they found what the source was.  
 
    She loved them for that, really.  
 
    But not for this.  
 
    Lucia listened for the sounds of her father’s receding footsteps before finally kicking the blankets off her body, and sitting up in the bed. Instead of getting ready for the day right away, she continued staring at the light streaming in through the window until she was forced to blink because her eyes were getting too dry.  
 
    She’d tried, hadn’t she?  
 
    Tried to make Renzo see she didn’t think lesser of him because of where he came from, or the stuff he was dealing with in his life. She fully believed people weren’t defined by the number in their bank accounts, never mind the situation around them. A person could only make due with what they had. They couldn’t do anything with something they didn’t have in the first place.  
 
    And yet, she couldn’t act like she didn’t see the contempt in his gaze every time he looked at her. He couldn’t even be bothered to try to hide the heat in his tone whenever he had to talk to her.  
 
    Maybe that was his pride, or whatever, but at least she could say she tried. For now, though, Lucia was done trying. She didn’t need to keep making an effort where it seemed entirely pointless.  
 
    Even if everything about Renzo Zulla made Lucia want to get close, and learn more. Bad news was still bad news at the end of the day.  
 
    Though she didn’t want to admit it, Lucia was trying to protect herself a bit, too. The closer she tried to get to Renzo—because God knew curiosity was determined to kill the cat—the more he pushed to get her away.  
 
    That hurt.  
 
    Except, it shouldn’t hurt at all.  
 
    He didn’t owe her a thing. Not about himself, or his life.  
 
    So, yeah, she was done trying. If what he wanted was for her to stay far the hell away from him, then that’s exactly what she was going to do.  
 
    Or try.  
 
    Christ.  
 
    It took Lucia longer than it normally would to get ready for the day. She took extra care to make sure she painted the tiredness from under her eyes with careful strokes of a makeup brush; that her eyes looked wider and more open than they were with mascara and smudged eyeliner. She tossed her hair up in a high pony, and instead of her usual skinny jeans and blouse, she grabbed a dress instead.  
 
    A flowy, white dress because it was her birthday, and why the hell not. She might have been set to work in the kitchen that day, but it was her birthday, and she wanted to wear a damn dress.  
 
    Simple as that.  
 
    “Took you long enough,” Lucian grumbled as Lucia came down the stairs. “I didn’t think you were ever getting up, dolcezza.”  
 
    It was hard to ignore the fact her father was grinning, and looked like a kid in a candy store. It wasn’t often her father got excited about anything, really. Always cool, calm, and collected. That was Lucian Marcello in a nutshell.  
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked.  
 
    As soon as she was close enough for her father to reach out and grab her, he did just that. Pulling her into a tight hug, Lucia relaxed in her father’s embrace.  
 
    He felt like love, and home.  
 
    “Happy birthday, Lucia,” her father murmured, kissing her on the top of her head. “I just wanted to tell you happy birthday, that was all.”  
 
    “Eighteen, eighteen!”  
 
    It was only the sweet, sing-song voice of her mother that made her father step back from their embrace to let Jordyn in on it. Just like Lucian had done, Jordyn swept her daughter into a tight hug. Only this time, Lucia’s face was peppered with kisses from her ma.  
 
    “Makeup, Ma,” Lucia groaned, trying to pry herself away. It was pointless. She just ended up sighing, and letting her mother do her thing. All the while, her father stood a couple of feet back, chuckling. Soon, her mother stepped back, too. “Thanks.”  
 
    “Ready for your present?” her father asked.  
 
    Lucia gave him a look. “It’s a car, isn’t it?”  
 
    Lucian scowled. “John told you, didn’t he.”  
 
    It wasn’t even a question.  
 
    Lucia shrugged. “I have many informants, Daddy. Many.”  
 
    Lucian grumbled under his breath, and pulled a pair of keys with a familiar L symbol dangling from the attached fob. “Many, right. John. It’s John. Here—I know it’s not the Mercedes you might have wanted, but the Lexus is better. Coupe. Black with chrome. Better for you in California than the Mercedes will be since it’s a little smaller, and has better get up and go, so to speak.”  
 
    Lucia looked at the keys in her hand, silent for a moment. Was it sad that her father offered all that info to her about a car because he thought she might be disappointed he hadn’t gotten her a Mercedes instead? Like a Lexus wasn’t just as amazing … and expensive, too.  
 
    It was never more apparent to Lucia how much she was given in life while others had so little than it was right now.  
 
    “I love it, Daddy,” Lucia assured him.  
 
    Lucian smiled a bit, and passed a glance to her mother. “You haven’t even seen the car yet, Lucia.”  
 
    She shrugged. “It came from you—that means I’ll love it, anyway.”  
 
    “Mmhmm. Well, we were thinking dinner tonight to celebrate your birthday. How does that sound?”  
 
    “I’m at the shelter until nine.”  
 
    “Late dinner, then,” her mother put in.  
 
    Lucia nodded, still staring at the keys in her hand. “Yeah, okay. A late dinner.”  
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    “How are we doing for potatoes and carrots down there?”  
 
    Lucia finished filling the plate of the waiting woman, and then replied to the kitchen’s manager. “A little low, actually. Maybe three more servings of each.”  
 
    “Okay, go grab more and then take your break, Lucia.”  
 
    They were nearing the middle of the lunch rush, and that was when it seemed like everyone decided to show up to be fed.  
 
    “I don’t mind staying on the line, if you need extra hands.”  
 
    The manager shook her head. “It’s fine. You’ve earned your break.”  
 
    The woman had an almost conspiratorial smile on her face when she said that, but Lucia just brushed it off. There was always one scheme or another going on in the kitchen. They always made it their first mission to have fun, and make sure the people who came in to eat were having a good time, too.  
 
    “Oh, and happy birthday, princess!” the manager shouted at her back as she headed into the kitchen.  
 
    Lucia just shook her head as the rest of the kitchen and dining area echoed that same statement. Happy birthday, Lucia. They’d already told her five times or more, but they just had to remind every single person that came through the line that it was her birthday, so she could be told again.  
 
    She really did enjoy working here.  
 
    As for the princess thing … well, she didn’t mind that so much when it was her coworkers. They never said it with malice, just amusement.  
 
    Lucia made quick work of grabbing the waiting containers of heated potatoes and carrots, and bringing them back out to the line to get them ready for whoever would handle her station while she took her break. She was just pulling off the apron, gloves, and hairnet when she first felt it.  
 
    Like whispers crawling over the back of her neck, and making all her fine hairs stand on end. Like a clenching in her chest, and butterflies beating in her belly.  
 
    His voice only confirmed it when he finally spoke.  
 
    “You got a minute, princess, or …?”  
 
    Lucia spun around to find Renzo leaning against the food line. He wore his usual leather jacket, and worn jeans with holes in the knees. His typical T-shirt had been replaced with a white button-down. It pulled the whole look off and gave him that I-don’t-give-a-damn vibe that he didn’t even have to try very hard to put off. With his hair pushed back like he’d been running his fingers through it, and his dark gaze on her, Lucia thought Renzo probably had no idea what he looked like standing there.  
 
    A woman’s walking wet dream, really.  
 
    Bad boy appeal.  
 
    Lazy smile.  
 
    He looked like trouble all around.  
 
    Lucia had settled herself with not trying anymore where this guy was concerned. He was determined to tell her to fuck off at every turn, and frankly, she was tired of being told to fuck off.  
 
    So, why was he here?  
 
    “Ren,” Lucia greeted, “what can I do for you?”  
 
    “I just told you. I want a minute. Do you have one, or not? Seems busy.”  
 
    Lucia could have lied, said she’d be working the line, and sent him on his way. Something inside of her felt like a hand clamping around her throat to keep her from spilling that lie, though.  
 
    “I’m on a break, actually.”  
 
    Renzo nodded. “Outside, then?”  
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    It was only as she was following Renzo outside that she realized what he called her when he first greeted her. Princess.  
 
    “How long were you in the dining room?” she asked.  
 
    He shot a smirk over his shoulder. “Long enough, princess.”  
 
    Like her coworkers, there was no malice to his tone when he said it. His gaze still glinted with a bit of enjoyment when her eyes narrowed in on him.  
 
    “Where’s Diego?”  
 
    Renzo pushed the doors open that led to the outside, and warm air brushed along Lucia’s bare legs. She didn’t miss the way he turned to speak, but hesitated in his words because he was too busy taking in the dress she wore. Maybe she liked it a little too much when his gaze lingered on her legs, and then higher until he finally stopped on her face.  
 
    “I took him to Brooklyn to spend a couple of days with our sister.”  
 
    “You have a sister?”  
 
    “Rose,” he said. “She’s seventeen. Smartest one of us all, I think. Got a scholarship to a private school for the arts, so she stays there all the time. I just run her up cash or whatever she needs.”  
 
    Huh.  
 
    As fascinating as Lucia found that information, she couldn’t help but be a little defensive, too. She didn’t know why Renzo was here, but none of their previous encounters had gone particularly well.  
 
    “You didn’t come here to be an asshole again, did you?” Lucia asked. “Because I was only trying to help with your mom, and the night I offered you a drive. I mean, I didn’t intend to overstep your boundaries or anything. I was just worried—that’s all.”  
 
    Renzo cleared his throat, stuffed his hands in his pockets, and glanced down the quiet alleyway that led to the main street in front of the shelter. Maybe it was the fact that she’d grown up around a lot of men who took great effort in hiding their emotions when shit was rough, but she recognized Renzo’s movements for what they were.  
 
    Nerves.  
 
    “I didn’t come to be an asshole,” he murmured, glancing back at her. It was his eyes, she thought. His face was beautiful. He looked like something out of a magazine, and he didn’t even have to try. But it was in his eyes where she found her heart skipped beats. It was disconcerting and strange that she couldn’t even look at him without those damn butterflies coming back. “And I’m sorry I was a dick before.”  
 
    Lucia folded her arms over her chest as Renzo leaned against the brick of the building. “Go on.”  
 
    He laughed, and the sound was spectacular. All deep, rumbling bass. He tossed his head back, and she didn’t think he’d ever looked so careless, and happy. She really wanted to see if she could make him laugh again, but he broke her daze by meeting her gaze again.  
 
    Her thoughts went silent just like that.  
 
    All with a stare.  
 
    Lucia felt like she was frozen in place as Renzo’s gaze traveled over her face, lingering on her mouth before he looked away altogether.  
 
    “Not really sure why I came here,” he admitted.  
 
    Lucia swallowed hard. “Apparently, to apologize.”  
 
    Renzo made a noise under his breath. “I just decided to do that when I saw you inside, if I’m being honest. I wasn’t even going to come talk to you, or anything. I just wanted to … well, I don’t know.”  
 
    “Yes, you do. What did you want to do?”  
 
    He sighed hard, and let out a dry chuckle. “Check on you, I guess. Make sure you were okay. I owed you that, didn’t I?”  
 
    Lucia’s heart skipped beats again, and she smiled a little. “I’m okay, Ren.”  
 
    He passed her another look, the heat in his stare obvious. “Yeah, I guess so, huh?”  
 
    “Was there any other reason you came looking for me?”  
 
    Renzo took a second, then two. He opened his mouth to speak, but he was stopped from saying anything at all when the door to the kitchen was opened, and Laurie popped her head out with a wide smile. The woman at least had the decency to hide her brief surprise at seeing Lucia and Renzo talking together.  
 
    “Renzo,” Laurie greeted, “how have you been, and how is Diego?”  
 
    Renzo cleared his throat, and straightened his posture. “He’s good. Took him to the school last week to meet the teacher he will have next year. Made him less nervous to start kindergarten.”  
 
    Laurie’s face softened. “That’s great, really.”  
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    The woman glanced Lucia’s way. “Lucia, you’re needed inside for something. But Renzo, you’re welcome to join us for this.”  
 
    “I probably should head—”  
 
    “Come in,” Lucia told him before he could refuse. “For a second, anyway.”  
 
    She was pretty sure he was going to tell her something else just now, but Laurie had interrupted him from doing just that. She really wanted to know what he was going to tell her.  
 
    Renzo’s tongue peeked out to wet his lips, and he nodded. “Yeah, sure. For a minute, anyway. Then, I gotta head back out. Work to do, you know.”  
 
    He didn’t offer a further explanation, and Lucia chose not to ask even after Laurie went back inside the shelter. Only because she was pretty sure Renzo didn’t want people knowing what he did on the streets to make money. Lucia only knew because she’d been a witness to him taking a cash payment from her brother.  
 
    Otherwise, she wouldn’t know.  
 
    “Thanks,” Lucia murmured, stopping next to Ren’s side as they came to the doors. The lift of his eyebrow made her shrug, and explain, “Just … for coming here.”  
 
    She pulled open the doors. Somehow, over the sounds of people shouting happy birthday, and Laurie coming forward with a cake, she was pretty sure she heard Renzo reply, “Still not sure why I’m here, honestly.”  
 
    But she couldn’t be sure, and she was already being pulled further into the dining room to check out her cake while everyone sang her happy birthday. She didn’t know where they’d hid the cake—it hadn’t been in the fridge earlier. Still, she was grateful.  
 
    “Thank you, you didn’t have to do this,” Lucia told Laurie.  
 
    The woman smiled. “Of course, we did. You’re part of the family, Lucia.”  
 
    They certainly made her feel like it, too.  
 
    Glancing up, Lucia searched for wherever Renzo had disappeared to for the moment. She didn’t find him in the crowd, or even leaning against the wall.  
 
    Instead, she just caught sight of the back of his leather jacket as he headed out the doors. He didn’t look back, either.  
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    Lucia waved over her shoulder as a goodbye echoed out from behind her. Walking out of the shelter’s main doors into the darkness of the parking lot took her a second to adjust to the lack of light.  
 
    But when she did, she froze right where she stood. Leaning against her brand new, two-door black Lexus, Renzo shot her a grin, and lifted one hand in a silent hello. He was still wearing his leather and jeans ensemble from earlier, and still making her insides do the craziest things.  
 
    She should really get this under control.  
 
    She hadn’t known what to think when he slipped out earlier without a goodbye, but she really didn’t know what to think about him standing where he was right now.  
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked.  
 
    Renzo pushed off the side of her car, and flicked the cigarette he’d been smoking to the ground. “Waiting on you.”  
 
    Lucia wasn’t sure she needed the whiplash that came with this man like a second bag he carried around twenty-four-seven. One minute, he was making her heart do the strangest things, and then in the next, he left her feeling cold.  
 
    “I didn’t realize today was your birthday,” he said, coming closer.  
 
    Lucia stayed rooted right to the spot. “Eighteen, yep.”  
 
    “I felt like I … intruded earlier.”  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    Renzo shrugged as he came to a stop entirely too close to Lucia. There was still a few inches of space between them, but he was close enough that she could smell his cologne on the breeze, and she had to stare upwards to look at his face.  
 
    He was a complex waiting to happen. All wrapped in a pretty package to distract her from the heartache he was probably going to cause her. She didn’t know why she felt that way, but she just did.  
 
    Silently, Renzo reached over to tuck a stray strand of wavy hair that had fallen from Lucia’s high pony back behind her ear. There was something amazing about the feeling of his rough fingertips gliding along her skin.  
 
    Electric, even.  
 
    She shivered.  
 
    “Figured maybe later would be better to talk,” Renzo said, “you know, when I wasn’t taking time away from you doing your job, or whatever.”  
 
    “They’re actually pretty easy-going here. It’s fun.”  
 
    “Yeah, Diego loves it.”  
 
    “You should bring him back. I don’t know if you stopped bringing him because of me, or—”  
 
    Renzo made a harsh noise, and glanced away. “We’ll see. Anyway, new car, I see.”  
 
    She didn’t miss his attempt at distracting her, but Lucia was fine with letting him think that for now, she would drop the Diego conversation. She peered over at her black Lexus, and smiled.  
 
    “Yeah, a birthday present. How did you know it was mine?”  
 
    Renzo laughed, but it didn’t sound bitter when he said, “Who else around here is going to drive a car like that, Lucia?”  
 
    Well, then …  
 
    “That’s fair,” she admitted.  
 
    Then, with no warning at all, Renzo turned back to her and said, “Do you wanna go out—have some fun for your birthday, I mean—with me tonight?”  
 
    Lucia blinked.  
 
    Renzo only stared, waiting.  
 
    Finally, her brain caught up with the rest of her.  
 
    “Like a date?”  
 
    Renzo grinned. “Yeah, let’s call it a date.”  
 
    She didn’t even have to think about it, but she was more than willing to make him work for it. “That depends, Renzo.”  
 
    “On what, exactly?”  
 
    “On what you had in mind.”   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “On what you had in mind.”  
 
    Renzo found Lucia grinning in a way that said she was probably joking with him, but he couldn’t quite tell for sure. It was very possible that his idea of a good time was not going to be up to her standards, not that those thoughts had been enough to stop him from asking.  
 
    There was something about this chick that Renzo really needed to just get out of his system, or try to, anyway. Maybe then, he could stop being so up in arms every time she was around, and he could quit thinking about her when he had no business doing that at all.  
 
    And maybe—although, he wasn’t quite ready to admit it out loud just yet—Renzo wanted to know what it was about Lucia Marcello that made her who she was. Or see if he could find those pieces that made up who she was, anyhow.  
 
    What was it about her that made her coworkers want to bake her a cake and sing her happy birthday, along with all the people who’d stopped into the soup kitchen to eat, when she’d only been working at the place for a short time. He’d been bringing Diego here for a while, and that didn’t happen often. Also, why did his little brother constantly ask after her when he’d only met her twice? Why was she so willing to help an obviously troubled woman—his mother—when it would have been far easier to leave her right where she lay on the ground?  
 
    Yeah, he had a lot of questions.  
 
    Lucia was the only one with the answers.  
 
    “Well?” she asked, drawing him out of his thoughts.  
 
    Renzo shifted in his combat boots, and stuffed his hands in his pockets. It was far from cold for August, but he still wore his leather jacket. It felt like an armor, of sorts. It gave him a certain appearance, and allowed his don’t-fuck-with-me attitude a bit more credence. On these streets, sometimes a guy needed all the help he could get to make sure no one screwed with him on the regular.  
 
    “I know where there’s going to be a party tonight,” Renzo said. “Thought you might want to have some fun.”  
 
    Lucia smiled in that sweet way of hers, and yet, it still managed to look coy. He wasn’t sure how she did that, but it kind of drove him crazy. He liked that look on her face. He liked it even more that he was the one who made her do it.  
 
    Was that going to be a problem?  
 
    Renzo had yet to decide, really.  
 
    “Your kind of fun?” she asked.  
 
    Renzo let out a laugh, and took a step closer to her. “I don’t really have time to go out and find fun, if we’re being honest. It’s usually me working, or doing work for someone else to get paid. But yeah, if I were going to go out and do something, I’d probably find myself a party where no one is going to bitch about your music, or how much your weed stinks. Seems like the better choice than an over-filled club with over-priced drinks.”  
 
    Lucia lifted a single eyebrow. “You’re not even old enough to get into a club.”  
 
    “Neither are you. How many have you been inside?”  
 
    That sweet, coy grin of hers was back in an instant. “I plead the fifth.”  
 
    Yeah, he bet her family was familiar with that line for more reasons than he wanted to get in to at that moment. Not that right then was the right time to get in to all of that. It most certainly was not, and he had other things to get started on.  
 
    Like figuring out what in the hell it was about this woman that had his head in such a mess. He needed to get a handle on that first, and then he would go from there.  
 
    “Where is this party, then?” Lucia asked.  
 
    “Here in my stomping grounds. A few blocks away.”  
 
    “The Bronx.”  
 
    She said it simply—just as though it were fact, and not that she had an opinion either way. Not like she was judging the area, or concerned about the trouble that might find her if she went down that way with him.  
 
    “It’ll be like nothing you’ve ever experienced,” Renzo said, “I can promise you that.”  
 
    Lucia nodded, and dug in the pocket of her white dress to produce a pair of keys with a familiar L emblem on the fob. Not saying a word, she tossed the keys to him, and Renzo caught them easily enough. He shot her an inquisitive look to which she only shrugged.  
 
    “You wanna drive?” she asked sweetly.  
 
    Renzo stared down at the keys in his hand. The most expensive car he had ever driven was a friend’s secondhand Jeep to help the guy move some shit from one apartment building to another. He never really needed to drive a lot in his work. The city was always congested as fuck with traffic, and another accident was usually right around the corner to make it worse than it already was. There wasn’t anywhere he couldn’t get to by using the city bus, or subway and it was typically a faster way to travel.  
 
    He did have his license, though.  
 
    He could drive.  
 
    Lucia laughed the longer Renzo hesitated to answer. “It’s insured. You wreck it, and it’ll be fixed. Try not to wreck it, though … because it won’t be the car that someone will be pissed about, you know. More like the woman in the passenger seat. They’ll be really pissed about that.”  
 
    Renzo met her gaze, and expected to find that same joking amusement he found earlier. Instead, she was stone-cold serious, and not even a hint of mirth reflected back in her eyes.  
 
    Well, then.  
 
    “All right,” he said.  
 
    Lucia nodded, and the smile of hers that he was enjoying so much came back like it had never left in the first place. “A date, then?”  
 
    Yeah, shit.  
 
    Renzo hit the unlock button on the fob, and the Lexus lit up on all corners. “A date, Lucia.”  
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    “Oh, my God.”  
 
    Renzo nodded to the guy who’d just taken two twenty-dollar bills from his hand without as much as a word about who he was, his age, or where he came from. Then again, the guy was a regular at these things. He usually watched the door, and on more than one occasion, probably saw Renzo walk through wherever they popped up once or twice to make a sale or two.  
 
    “Not what you expected from the outside?” he asked Lucia.  
 
    She turned slightly to look at him, but her gaze was quickly drawn back to the light show happening just down the main hallway of the warehouse. “No, I can’t say it is.”  
 
    Renzo figured that.  
 
    Placing his hand at the small of her back, he pressed and pushed her forward. Walking in step with her, he chuckled as the music ramped up a bit louder, and he swore he felt the floor of the old building start vibrating as people shouted in response to the fast beat of the next song.  
 
    Knowing she wouldn’t hear him otherwise, Renzo moved closer to Lucia to murmur in her ear, “Fair warning, there’s going to be a lot of people.”  
 
    And when he said a lot, he meant a fucking lot. That was always a guarantee with these things. Given the fact these pop-up parties—some people still liked to call them raves—were illegal, that was one of the major factors that drew people in. It also helped that no one was there to police anybody’s behavior or business. It was a free for all, in a way. As long as everybody was safe, stayed hydrated, and minded their own business, nobody had a problem.  
 
    “Some of them will be high as fuck,” Renzo continued on, and hand curving tightly around Lucia’s waist as they came closer to the large main section of the warehouse. “Some of them are going to be getting high. Some of them won’t be high at all. Some might be hooking up in a corner, or on the floor, or … wherever they can find a spot.”  
 
    She made a noise under her breath, but Renzo still heard it over the loud music nonetheless. It sounded like a mixture of curiosity and disbelief all rolled into one. Maybe a bit of embarrassment sprinkled on, too.  
 
    Funny, he thought.  
 
    He liked that sound, too.  
 
    What other kinds of noises might she make if he— 
 
    No, Renzo was not going there. Not yet, anyway.  
 
    “Really?” she asked.  
 
    Those hazel eyes of hers glittered under the neon green and electric purple lights that flashed, blinked, and moved in every which direction. The softness of her features and the gentle curve of her lips froze under the movement of the strobes. For a moment, she looked like an unmoving angel—perfect, and beautiful.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    Lucia shrugged, and a hint of pink tinged her cheeks. “People … fucking. Really?”  
 
    Innocence?  
 
    God.  
 
    That—probably more than anything else—made him want her. Because how amazing would she be, if he turned her into a sinner like him; if he made her dirty like him.  
 
    “Really,” he told her. “Happens more often than it doesn’t at these. Thing is, they like being watched, so don’t feel like you’re intruding if you do find yourself staring. That’s the whole reason why they do it—they want to be seen. Or, just avert your stare, and pretend like you didn’t see anything in the first place.”  
 
    Lucia blinked. “Huh.”  
 
    “Not a single one of them will care who you are, or why you’re here tonight as long as you don’t mess up their evening,” he finished.  
 
    Lucia grinned. “So … have fun, then?”  
 
    “That’s the point of it, babe.”  
 
    The word—that endearment—slipped from his lips easily. Like he’d said it a dozen times before to her, but he could guarantee he hadn’t said it to anyone ever. And yet, it felt easy to say it to her, and maybe he liked the way her tongue peeked out to wet her lips right after he dared to let the word come out of his mouth. Or maybe it was the way her throat jumped as she swallowed the longer he kept staring at her.  
 
    Maybe he liked a lot of things about her.  
 
    Even if that wasn’t really the plan.  
 
    “Can we go in?” she asked.  
 
    Yeah, that was a better plan than what was going on in his crazy head.  
 
    “Lead the way. Don’t take a drink from anyone but me.”  
 
    They stepped into the main section of the warehouse, and Lucia’s voice agreeing to Renzo’s demand about the drinks was nothing more than a buzz in his ears. There really was something to be said about the loudness in these parties. Add in the strobe lights, the DJ with a mask over his face, and the people crowded together like sardines in a can as they danced … it was a sight to see.  
 
    Intoxicating, maybe.  
 
    People chased these parties. Invite-only by way of a text message, a person never really knew when one was going to come up, or where the next location would be. Everything was portable, so it could be easily packed and unpacked when shit needed to be moved. No one really knew the names—only the aliases—or the faces of the people running the damn things.  
 
    Lucia was headed right for the swell of people dancing, and Renzo moved to catch up. He caught her wrist in his hand, and winked when she tossed a look over her shoulder to make sure it was him who had grabbed her. He wanted to make sure he kept at least one hand on this girl just in case she felt like trying to get lost.  
 
    God knew he wouldn’t find her in the people.  
 
    “Do you dance?” she asked.  
 
    He didn’t hear her voice over the music, but her moving lips were enough for him to discern what she said. Renzo shrugged one shoulder, and nodded.  
 
    He could dance.  
 
    He just didn’t do it often.  
 
    Lucia wasn’t going to give him a choice, apparently. She pulled him onto the makeshift dance floor, and before he knew it, the rest of the warehouse disappeared as all he cared to focus on was Lucia in her white flowy dress as all her soft curves pressed against him and moved in the best way possible. Her gaze locked on his as the song changed again, and he dragged her closer still.  
 
    She was prettier like this.  
 
    Carefree, and relaxed. Grinning in that way with a laugh on the tip of her tongue. Equal parts sweet and coy.  
 
    And none of that mattered when her body grinded against his, and his cock perked at the sensation. None of that mattered when he could get his hands on her skin, and all he could see was her under the strobes.  
 
    He didn’t even think about it, really. The next time she came in close with the swell of the beat, Renzo’s hands came up to cup her throat and jaw. He moved in fast because all he could think about was what does she taste like? The second his lips touched hers—soft and slow at first—electricity zipped through his body like a jolt waking him up from a dead sleep. That first taste wasn’t nearly enough. He only wanted more. Add in the fact Lucia fisted his leather jacket to drag him closer, and her sweet lips parted so that her tongue could strike out against the seam of his mouth, and he was fucking done.  
 
    There was no hesitance in her kiss—just a burning heat that seared him from the inside out as her tongue warred with his, unafraid of the way his equally lashed back to find more of her taste. Soft curves pushed against his hard lines, and for a second, he was pretty sure he forgot where he was.  
 
    He was right, though.  
 
    She did taste like sweetness and sin.  
 
    It was only a whoop from the crowd that finally broke their kiss, but the second it was done, he was ready to drag her back again for a second round.  
 
    Lucia’s head tipped up, and a slow smile spread across her features. “There’s an upstairs?”  
 
    He looked up, too.  
 
    “Guess so.”  
 
    “Let’s go see what it looks like from up there.”  
 
    Who was he to argue?  
 
    “Let’s go, babe,” he murmured.  
 
    Lucia tugged him along, and Renzo was all too happy to follow given the view he had of her ass swaying under that dress. He didn’t even realize he’d climbed a set of metal, spiral stairs until Lucia was leaning over a railing with hooded eyes looking his way. In a blink, she’d gone from looking entirely too innocent to something else entirely.  
 
    And that was from a kiss.  
 
    What might she look like if he stripped her bare?  
 
    Christ.  
 
    “How long do these go?” she asked.  
 
    “Til the sun starts to peak.”  
 
    That smile was back.  
 
    He wanted her to keep smiling.  
 
    “Ren! Hey, man, you working tonight?”  
 
    Renzo turned fast to see a familiar face coming his way. The guy was a regular for Renzo—liked just a pinch of something extra in with his hydro when he smoked. He was more of a social user than an addict, and Renzo preferred that kind of customer, really. They were easier to deal with, and they always paid.  
 
    “Not tonight, Kirk,” Renzo said.  
 
    Kirk’s gaze drifted to a quiet Lucia. “Something else tonight, then?”  
 
    “Something like that.”  
 
    With a nod, the guy passed him by and headed down the spiral staircase. Lucia stayed quiet until the man was gone altogether, and it was just them side by side leaning over the railing. Up there, he could really feel the heat of the crowd rising in the warehouse. It almost made him want to take off his jacket.  
 
    Almost.  
 
    “You deal for John, then?” Lucia asked softly.  
 
    Too softly, he thought. He barely heard her at all.  
 
    “Does it matter what I do to make a living?” he asked back.  
 
    Lucia looked his way, but he didn’t find anything that said she was about to bolt on him staring back from her. Maybe that was what surprised him the most. She knew he wasn’t exactly a good guy, but she was still tucked into his side like that was exactly where she wanted to be.  
 
    “I’m curious,” Lucia said. “About why, and other things.”  
 
    “Because we all need to eat,” he said, “and I never learned anything different.”  
 
    “Neither did John or my dad … none of us, really.”  
 
    Renzo’s brow dipped. “What?”  
 
    Lucia met his gaze again, unashamed and bold. “My brother and father, or my uncles. The rest of my family. This life is what we’ve always known. We were never taught anything different, either. There’s not much difference between them, and you. Not when you really think about it.”  
 
    “I can think of one glaring difference,” Renzo murmured.  
 
    “The fact they have money?”  
 
    “Exactly that.”  
 
    Lucia nodded, and leaned in close enough that her lips were just a breath away from his. “And yet, take it all away, Ren, and what does that still make them?”  
 
    Criminals.  
 
    Bad people.  
 
    All that and more flew through his mind.  
 
    Lucia answered with something else entirely. “People surviving in the only way they know how—that’s what it makes them.”  
 
    He kissed her again.  
 
    Just because he wanted to.  
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    “You can’t do that!”  
 
    Renzo chuckled as he shifted the pick in the lock just enough to hear the familiar click of the tumblers falling into place. Just like that, he was able to pop the lock on the gate, and push it open. “But I just did.”  
 
    Lucia’s eyes went wide in the moonlight as she glanced around like someone was going to come up on them at any moment to catch them. “But, that’s—”  
 
    “Illegal?” Renzo nodded. “A little, yeah. Are you coming?”  
 
    “Can you promise me that we won’t get arrested?”  
 
    “Highly unlikely.”  
 
    “That you’ll make the promise, or that we’ll get arrested?”  
 
    Renzo shrugged.  
 
    Honesty was the best policy, after all.  
 
    “Both,” he said.  
 
    Then, he cracked a smile and laughed. Without warning, Lucia struck out and hit him on the back of his shoulder with an opened palm. “That’s not funny!”  
 
    “It kind of is, and so is your face. Calm down. I know the guy who owns the place. Are you coming, or what?”  
 
    She glanced around once more, and then finally, nodded. “Yeah, I’m coming.”  
 
    He took her hand in his, and wove their fingers together tightly as they stepped beyond the gate of the restaurant’s outside veranda. He moved in between tables and chairs that wouldn’t be filled with patrons for another few hours, all the while keeping a tight hold on Lucia’s hand, and a firm grip on the takeaway bag they’d grabbed from a roadside truck down the block.  
 
    “So the guy you know,” Lucia said, “he doesn’t mind you breaking in?”  
 
    Renzo tossed her a look over his shoulder. “Well, no. I lost the key he gave me, and he’s never gotten around to replacing it, but since I can pick the lock, he isn’t in a hurry.”  
 
    “Did you work here, or something?”  
 
    “Or something,” he muttered.  
 
    “Ren.”  
 
    It was the gentle squeeze of her fingers and the tug of her hand against his that softened his stance, and lowered his walls. That was the thing he was coming to learn about this woman. She didn’t care about the shit he did, or where he came from. She just wanted to understand, but that required he open his mouth and talk about it all. Which was not something Renzo did very often, if at all.  
 
    It was easier to keep that shit locked up tight.  
 
    “He used to help me out when I was younger,” Renzo said. “Let me wash dishes on the weekends to keep me out of trouble, and he’d keep a plate warm for me to eat at night. I used to stay down the block, so he saw me around enough, and thought to give me a hand out, I guess.”  
 
    He didn’t miss the way Lucia’s brow furrowed as he directed her to a staircase at the far end of the veranda that led to a seating area on top of the restaurant.  
 
    “What?” he asked.  
 
    “I just … there’s no apartments down this block. There’s a park, or whatever. Where was it you were—” Maybe it was the expression on his face, or the way he stayed quiet, but Lucia’s question cut off abruptly, followed by a soft, “Oh.”  
 
    “It was a couple months in the summer. Shit was rough. The park was mostly safe, and there were public bathrooms to wash up, or get water. Carmen couldn’t stay clean long enough to blow a negative on a drug test, and the shelters wouldn’t let her stay with kids when she was using. They kept calling CPS, and she kept moving on. It’s not a big deal.”  
 
    Sadness echoed in Lucia’s features.  
 
    “Yes, it is,” she whispered. “That’s terrible, Ren.”  
 
    Renzo shook his head. “Don’t do that, huh?”  
 
    A simple tug of her hand brought Lucia closer to him on the staircase. Until she was tucked against his chest, and staring up at him with those glittering eyes of hers. Her palms laid flat to his chest, and he tipped his head down to catch her lips in a kiss.  
 
    Although he would much rather stay just like that, kissing her, the food was probably getting cold, and he really just wanted to get her mind off all of that other shit. So, he pulled away and dragged the pad of his thumb over her pink lips.  
 
    “That was then, yeah? This is now.”  
 
    Lucia smiled. “Yeah, now. You know, when you break into the outside seating section of a restaurant to give a girl a place to eat.”  
 
    “Better than the side of the street.”  
 
    “Anywhere with you would be great, Ren.”  
 
    Yeah.  
 
    Damn.  
 
    It was the way she looked at him, he knew. That, and how her voice alone could soften all the barbed wire he’d put up around his being just to keep himself safe.  
 
    The urge to kiss her again was unmistakable and undeniable. Problem was—he knew what was going to happen if he kept kissing this woman. He knew exactly where it was going to lead.  
 
    “Renzo,” Lucia whispered.  
 
    “Hmm?”  
 
    “You keep staring at my mouth. But it looks a lot better when you’re kissing it.”  
 
    “You don’t know that.”  
 
    “Logical assumption,” she countered.  
 
    “I want to do a hell of a lot more than just kiss you, Lucia.”  
 
    “Yeah, I know. So, do that.”  
 
    His gaze jumped up to hers.  
 
    Lucia smiled, and shrugged one shoulder. “Greasy food is always better when it’s lukewarm, anyway.”  
 
    Well, then …  
 
    He kissed her again, but this time, it wasn’t soft or sweet at all. More like a war between the two of them—frantic and brutal. She only pushed closer to him to get more as his tongue lashed in and out of her mouth. And she didn’t seem to mind a bit.  
 
    But that was the thing about kissing Lucia, Renzo realized all too soon. Once he started, he couldn’t fucking get enough. He wanted more—more of her taste, and the way she didn’t shy away from kissing him just as hard and deep as he did to her. He kept a tight hold on the bag of food but his other one wanted more of her to touch. Wrapping a hand in her hair, he had her pinned against the small stairwell wall as he learned just how sweet and sinful her mouth tasted when she was hot as fuck for him.  
 
    “Shit, yeah,” Lucia breathed, tipping her head back as his kisses trailed down her neck. “Are we going up, or …?”  
 
    “Yeah, definitely up higher.”  
 
    He pushed against her side, making her walk up the stairs with him following. It was only his hands keeping her steady that kept her from tripping on the stairs as she walked backward. His hands skimmed under the skirt of her white dress to find the outside of her thighs where he could grab on tight. The feeling of soft cotton meeting his fingertips was enough to make his dick perk up and try to punch a hole through his jeans.  
 
    By the time the two of thems="calibre11">His gaze jumped up to hers.  
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    There’s got to be more to life than this.  
 
    Even as the old man landlord bitched in the apartment doorway, Renzo Zulla’s mind was on something else entirely. Somewhere that bills weren’t a problem, and rent wasn’t due. Somewhere that a newborn didn’t cry harder than other newborns, and he didn’t have to stay up all night just to watch the baby shake in his sleep because the drugs their mother had pumped into her body during his pregnancy hadn’t left his blood yet.  
 
    Somewhere that was better than here.  
 
    He’d not found it yet.  
 
    “Where is your mother?” the landlord demanded.  
 
    Renzo came out of his thoughts to stare the man head-on. What should he say?  
 
    I don’t know.  
 
    She left the night we brought Diego home.  
 
    Probably shooting up somewhere.  
 
    Renzo figured none of those things would help his case here. If only because, well, the man might call someone on Renzo. It was just him and Rose, and two-week-old Diego in the apartment. He wasn’t even fucking seventeen yet, either.  
 
    “She’s out,” Renzo lied.  
 
    The bitterness that festered in his chest whenever he lied for his mother grew each time he had to do it. Mostly because he didn’t want to have to lie for her at all. It wasn’t like she deserved it. She couldn’t even do the bare minimum for the three kids she brought into the world, but here he was protecting her time and time again.  
 
    Even if it wasn’t really for her.  
 
    Still pissed him off.  
 
    “When is she gonna be back?” the landlord demanded.  
 
    Renzo swallowed the thickness in his throat, replying, “Later, maybe.”  
 
    Days was more like it.  
 
    If not weeks.  
 
    Carmen was harder to predict than the weather, and Renzo had stopped trying. Besides, he didn’t have the time or patience anymore. He had other things to worry about—the two-week-old in his arms, for example. Diego needed to eat, and Renzo was running low on that powder formula. Or even the girl in the living room trying to get her brush stroke just right with paint brushes he’d lifted from an art store, and a canvas her teacher let her take from school.  
 
    He couldn’t worry about where the fuck his mother was right now, or when she was going to get back. Frankly, a part of him wished she would never come back because honestly, life might be easier.  
 
    It would certainly be better.  
 
    “Well,” the landlord grunted, pushing his heavy body away from the door finally, “I am gonna need that rent before the end of the day, Renzo, or a notice is going up on the door. Do you hear me?”  
 
    Renzo wished his throat didn’t feel so fucking tight, so he could tell this man where he should shove his goddamn rent money. “You’ll get your money.”  
 
    “Make sure of it.” The man’s beady eyes dropped to the swaddled—the lady next door showed Renzo how to do it for Diego—baby tucked into Renzo’s arms. “Cute kid—having them younger and younger, huh?”  
 
    The landlord didn’t give him a chance to reply and deny that Diego was his son before he turned and left. Not that it would matter, really. Very few people had even known his mother was pregnant with a third child she would never be able to care for because of her drug habit and lack of love for her children. All the drugs she used kept her sickly-skinny, and sickly-looking, too. She’d barely looked pregnant when Diego was finally born, and he barely broke five pounds on the scale, too.  
 
    “Ren?”  
 
    Closing the apartment door, Renzo turned to face his almost-fifteen-year-old sister with what he hoped seemed like a smile. He couldn’t be fucking sure. Even smiling was more difficult than it should be, really.  
 
    “Yeah, everything is fine, Rose,” he told her.  
 
    His sister didn’t look like she believed it.  
 
    He didn’t have time to placate her. Not right now. A quick peek out the window told him they were getting close to the day being over which meant the rent needed to be in that asshole’s hand. He didn’t have the rent money—all the money he had saved up from doing odd jobs for Vito Christiano—which wasn’t very much—went straight into getting them into this place before Diego was born, keeping his mother calm so she didn’t ruin the whole damn thing, and making sure Diego had what Renzo assumed a baby needed.  
 
    He was deadass broke.  
 
    He hadn’t been able to pick up a job from Vito since Diego was born because he hadn’t been able to leave the baby alone. Who the hell else was going to take care of him? His mother? Her coked-out ass could barely take care of herself when she was around to do that.  
 
    “I need you to look after Diego for a couple of hours,” Renzo said, passing over the sleeping baby. “Do not put him down and walk away from him, Rose. He’s still shaking, and he doesn’t sleep a lot as it is. It helps when you hold him—he doesn’t get as scared or loud.”  
 
    Really, Renzo thought it didn’t hurt the baby as much when someone was holding him. It calmed him. Rose didn’t really understand because Renzo never thought to explain to her that drugs plus a pregnancy didn’t equal anything good, but as long as she followed his direction with Diego, then that was all he cared about.  
 
    Rose peered down at the swaddled baby. “What if he wakes up?”  
 
    “Change his diaper, and give him a bottle.”  
 
    “But he throws up every time he eats, Ren!”  
 
    Yeah, that was another thing …  
 
    “As long as he doesn’t choke, then he’s okay. Just pat his back and see if he’ll take more. Can you handle it, or what?”  
 
    Rose didn’t look all that confident, but Renzo didn’t have the time to find someone else to watch the baby.  
 
    “I need to get out of here—I will be two hours, tops. Okay?”  
 
    “Just two hours?” Rose questioned.  
 
    Renzo shrugged. “Maybe less.”  
 
    Unlikely, but if it got him out of that apartment …  
 
    “All right,” Rose said.  
 
    Great.  
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    Vito Christiano was a terrifying figure on the streets—he always wore black, no matter what. Black shoes, black suits, and a fucking black heart, if you asked anybody. Black was his color. Like his dark eyes, and the color of the Cadillac he drove through the Bronx twice a week just to remind every fucker working on the corner that he owned their asses.  
 
    Renzo’s work with Vito always came down to two simple things—Renzo’s availability and willingness to do a job, and Vito’s needs at any given moment. He could always be available, and he was willing to do just about any job, but Vito on the other hand, didn’t always have work to give Renzo, or … he made it seem that way.  
 
    Another thing the guy didn’t do?  
 
    Take requests.  
 
    Maybe that was why Renzo was so surprised to see that familiar Cadillac pull up next to the alleyway where he’d been keeping safe from the rain for the last forty-five minutes since he made the call to Vito on the payphone down the block. The passenger side window rolled down, and Vito’s cold, dark eyes stared at him from the driver’s seat.  
 
    “What, are you going to stand in that alley all night, Ren?” the Italian asked. “Because I am not getting my ass out of this car to walk to you, cafone.”  
 
    It wasn’t that getting inside the Cadillac made Renzo scared, but rather … uncomfortable. Mostly because when he was outside of the vehicle, he felt like he had a little more control. He wasn’t closed off, and closed in. He could—or he had a chance, rather—to get away if he needed to.  
 
    There was nowhere to go inside that car.  
 
    And he knew things about Vito … he knew what people said about this man. Mafioso, they whispered. Organized crime, people said.  
 
    Bad fuckin’ news.  
 
    “I don’t have all night,” Vito snapped.  
 
    Renzo was quick to push off the wall of the alley, and head for the car. It wasn’t like he had a choice. The smell of new leather and pine needles filled his lungs the second he sat in the vehicle. Warmth blew from the heaters, and a quiet melody strummed from the speakers—old music Renzo had little to no interest in.  
 
    But he wasn’t here for the leather, the warmth, or the music.  
 
    “Lucky I was in the area,” Vito grumbled around the toothpick he’d pulled from behind his ear to stick in the corner of his mouth. “I don’t have time to chase boys all around the city, Renzo. What do you need? I thought you had other things to handle. New baby, right?”  
 
    Renzo kept one eye on the man in the driver’s seat, and one on the road ahead of him. “Need a job. Something to get done and be paid before the day is out.”  
 
    Vito grunted. “I don’t have anything for you at the moment.”  
 
    Shit.  
 
    “At all?”  
 
    Vito shook his head, and scrubbed a hand down his throat. “Nothing you would wanna take, anyhow.”  
 
    “I have a four-hundred-dollar rent bill to pay, and food to buy for my sister and brother. So, I’m not really picky now, Vito.”  
 
    There, he said it.  
 
    Now, he could pretend like he hadn’t.  
 
    Vito was quiet for a long while, but Renzo still felt the man’s eyes burning holes into him from the side. It was easier to act like the guy wasn’t sizing him up when he didn’t have to look at him. He hated pity—useless emotion, really. It did nothing for him. Pity didn’t make money appear, or keep them from going hungry.  
 
    Pity just was.  
 
    “Your Ma’s fucked off again, then?” Vito asked.  
 
    Renzo stiffened in the seat. He’d never told Vito about Carmen, or the constant shit she put her kids through. There wasn’t a need to tell the man, really. “How—”  
 
    “And I bet your fuck-up of a father ain’t been around, either,” Vito mumbled.  
 
    His head snapped to the side, and he eyed Vito openly, wary, and concerned. They didn’t talk personal shit whenever Renzo did a job for the guy, and he wasn’t even sure how Vito knew anything about his drug addict mother and deadbeat father.  
 
    Vito was about to explain, apparently. “Used to run these streets with your dad, yeah? Me and him, wanted that button like nothing else. Gonna be made, we used to say.” The man chuckled, and gave Renzo a look from the side as he shrugged with a raised brow, adding, “Made men, you know?”  
 
    Yeah, Renzo knew what that meant.  
 
    Sort of.  
 
    “Sure,” he said.  
 
    Vito nodded, and laughed in that dry, dark way again. “I think you know the words, but not what it is, kid. And that’s fine—you don’t need to know. Couldn’t leave that mother of yours alone, though. Like he couldn’t leave the fuckin’ bottle alone, too. Or how you couldn’t trust him with anything more than a few dollars because he ran it to the casino, or a damn bookie the first chance he could.”  
 
    Renzo swallowed hard.  
 
    None of that was a lie.  
 
    “Gotta follow the rules of made men if you’re gonna be a made man,” Vito mumbled more to himself than Renzo as he patted the pocket of his silk shirt. Soon, he found the cigarette and lighter he was looking for, lighting it up and sticking it in his mouth. Renzo ignored the heavy smoke, and tried to focus on the quiet street ahead of him. “I followed the rules, you know? Got my button, but had to step away from him. Can’t be connected to people who make you look bad. Knew about you, though, and your sister. Your ma never got any better; neither did your father.”  
 
    “Listen—”  
 
    Vito coughed on a heavy drag of the cigarette, and rolled down his window a bit to flick the ash outside. “No, you listen. I’ll spot you what you need, Ren. I bet you don’t like owing somebody money, so I suspect you’re gonna do whatever I want you to do to pay me back, and that’s good. That’s a good thing because you’re smart enough and just quick enough to maybe make something of nothing on these streets. We’ll get you figured out for that. But it’s not that—the money—that you need to worry about, okay?”  
 
    Renzo glanced over at the man. “I don’t understand.”  
 
    “There’s a book,” Vito said, taking another drag from the cigarette and then eyeing the cherry red tip. “A book called The Angry Christian. The author—a guy named Bert Ghezzi—says that resentment is akin to taking poison into your body willingly, and hoping it kills the person you’re resentful of, or who caused your resentment.”  
 
    He didn’t know how to reply to that, so he just stayed quiet. Vito didn’t seem like he minded, really.  
 
    “Anger’s the same way, you know. Bitterness, too. You harbor enough of that for them, Ren, and it’s only going to get worse over the years. It ain’t gonna do nothing to them, but it’s going to kill you. Like putting a gun to your head, holding it there, and then pulling the trigger hoping it’s going to kill them. It ain’t never gonna kill them, kid … harboring that only hurts you. Learn to let it go.”  
 
    Renzo blinked.  
 
    Vito wasn’t wrong.  
 
    He hated his parents.  
 
    Hated this life they brought him into.  
 
    Hated everything.  
 
    “Yeah,” Vito said quietly like he could read Renzo’s mind. “Yeah, kid, that right there. Gotta let it go, Ren.”  
 
    “I don’t know how—”  
 
    “Do you know what harbor means, yeah?”  
 
    Renzo cleared his throat. “I guess.”  
 
    “Mmm, not the noun, or the usage of the verb I just gave you, the other one,” Vito said.  
 
    “No.”  
 
    Vito sighed. “If you can’t let go of what you’re harboring, Ren, then you need to learn to be someone else’s harbor. The safe place—the refuge. People are counting on you, right? Don’t let them down. Don’t let them down by falling into the same rabbit hole of the people who made you, kid. You gotta be better.”  
 
    Renzo sucked in a sharp breath. “Yeah, all right.”  
 
    “You gotta do better.”  
 
    With that said, Vito opened the dash on the car to expose stacks of money. He gestured at it with one hand, saying to Renzo, “You take what you need, and you pay it back with forty percent interest on the top. You got me?”  
 
    That’s a lot of money.  
 
    “Go ahead,” Vito grunted, replacing the cigarette with the toothpick again, “and then we’ll talk about what job you’re gonna do for me next, kid.”  
 
    Renzo took the money.  
 
    Like Vito said, he had to be that shelter—the safe harbor.  
 
    People were counting on him.  
 
    He couldn’t let them down.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ONE 
 
      
 
    The world was prettiest when it was dark. Shrouded in silence, all distractions sleeping for the moment, a person could finally reflect on everything. Their life, and what had become of it. Their choices, and why they made them.  
 
    Anything.  
 
    A person could think about anything when it was dark.  
 
    Yet, the only thing Lucia Marcello could think about as she watched the dark highway climb ahead of their vehicle was how long they had been driving. She blinked one too many times, pretty sure that the last time she had stared at the highway, there had been a lot fewer trees and more sunlight. The highway had been far more congested, too.  
 
    She peered at the clock on the dash, taking in the time before counting back the hours.  
 
    “Twenty,” she murmured.  
 
    In the driver’s seat, Renzo passed her a look. Despite her confusion, she hadn’t for one second forgot that he was next to her driving like he had been for the last several hours—almost an entire day of driving, now. It was impossible for her to just forget this man was near. Her whole body felt it, like he lit her on fire in the best way possible. All of her little hairs stood on end, and her nerves snapped. Even sitting beside her, he wasn’t nearly close enough.  
 
    Or, that’s how she felt.  
 
    Strange how that worked …  
 
    His brow quirked up, a silent question without him saying anything to her out loud. He wouldn’t want to wake his sleeping brother in the back seat, after all. He’d even turned down the music when it seemed to be making Diego toss and turn more than usual. Always his first concern, Diego took importance.  
 
    Lucia didn’t mind.  
 
    “What are you mumbling about over there?”  
 
    Had she been mumbling?  
 
    “We’ve been driving for twenty hours,” she told him quietly.  
 
    Renzo nodded, and his grip on the SUV’s steering wheel tightened. “Yeah, I know.”  
 
    If he’d been keeping track, too, he hadn’t said anything to Lucia about it. Then again, they had just taken off … they were basically on the run in a stolen vehicle after burning another stolen vehicle. She didn’t blame him for being distracted, and focusing on the things he needed his attention to be on.  
 
    How many hours they had been driving probably wasn’t even a blip on his radar. But it was on hers, now. The more she watched Renzo from the side, the easier it was for her to see what he was trying to suppress. His gaze dropped every so often, darting to the clock before going back to the road. His eyes were dimmed with tiredness even if it was hard to see in the low lighting of the vehicle. He kept that tight grip on the steering wheel no matter what, though, but Lucia was wondering how much effort that was taking him to do exactly that.  
 
    “Ren?”  
 
    “Hmm, what, baby?”  
 
    She smiled.  
 
    He’d said it so absently, like she wasn’t far from his mind now, but he was still worrying about other things. He needed to sleep. They needed to stop and rest, or she needed to drive. Either one would be fine for Lucia as long as it meant Renzo was going to relax for a couple of hours, and close his eyes.  
 
    “I can drive,” she said.  
 
    “I know you can drive.”  
 
    “So let me do that for a while. Pull over, let me drive.”  
 
    His gaze drifted to her again, and the edges of his lips quirked up in a smile. “I’m good.”  
 
    “But—”  
 
    “Lucia, I don’t even know where I’m going. How are you going to know, huh?”  
 
    He did have a good point even if she didn’t want to admit it. What good would it do them if she ended up getting lost while he was sleeping?  
 
    “Still haven’t figured that out, then?” she asked.  
 
    “Where we’re going?”  
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    Renzo let out a sigh, and one of his hands finally left the steering wheel to snake across the middle of the seats. His fingers wrapped tightly around her thigh, and squeezed. It wasn’t much. He wasn’t even looking at her then what with his attention back on the road ahead of them, and the darkness stretching across miles and miles of highway. It didn’t have to be a lot, though.  
 
    That touch was enough. It sent sparks shooting across her skin, and heated her blood up like nothing else. His touch grounded her. And really, she hadn’t realized how much she needed that feeling until he did it.  
 
    He was still in that mindset, she realized. The same mindset he’d been thrust into the moment his mother let the threat to take Diego away from him slip out of her dirty mouth. Self-preservation kicked in for Renzo; his need to take care and protect his brother came first before anything else. It was like nothing else mattered to him for the moment.  
 
    Just that.  
 
    His brother.  
 
    He was determined to put as many miles between himself and Diego and the threat as he could. Maybe once he felt like they had gone far enough, that part of his brain would shut off. He would come back—be Ren again. Relax, and realize things were as fine as they were going to get. Until he got to that point, though, he was going to be like this. Distracted, and distant. Quiet, and stuck inside his head.  
 
    He was still hers like this.  
 
    Just a little different.  
 
    Lucia blinked at the sign that they passed by in the darkness, lit up only by their headlights. Had she missed an entire state? Because the last time she realized where they were, it had not been Iowa. “I fell asleep?”  
 
    Renzo chuckled, and his smile deepened into something sexier. “Might have.”  
 
    She passed him a look. “What does that mean?”  
 
    “Means sometimes you talk in your sleep. Mumble, and go on, you know.”  
 
    Lucia might have felt embarrassed about that, but it was Renzo, and the last thing he ever did was make her feel ashamed. Oh, he made her feel a hell of a lot of things. Most, she didn’t even know what to do with.  
 
    The most prominent was love.  
 
    God, she loved him.  
 
    She loved him enough to do this—to get in a vehicle, and just drive. To go without looking back, as long as she was with him while she did it. To say fuck the rest because she was following him.  
 
    To forget where she came from because where she was going would always be better.  
 
    It would have to be better.  
 
    She was going with him, after all.  
 
    “I was thinking Vegas, actually,” Renzo said, his thumb stroking her inner thigh. “I know somebody there—an old friend, you could say.”  
 
    “Vegas.”  
 
    “What do you think?”  
 
    The city of sin.  
 
    Yet another city that never slept.  
 
    Too many people to count. They’d blend in well, the same way everyone else did. Lucia had been to a lot of places in her life, but Las Vegas was not one of them. Her aunt, Kim, came from Vegas and her family tried to keep a healthy distance for the sake of peace. Or, that’s what she had always been told.  
 
    Some mafia families simply didn’t play well together.  
 
    “Well?” Renzo asked, giving her another look.  
 
    It was still his eyes, she knew. Whatever it was he was feeling or thinking, but especially when it came to her, she could always find the truth shining in his eyes. There, nothing was hidden. At least, not from her.  
 
    Like now.  
 
    Anticipation.  
 
    Fear.  
 
    Love.  
 
    All that stared back at her, waiting.  
 
    “I’m going wherever you go,” she said.  
 
    Did he need her to keep saying that?  
 
    How many times would she say it before he finally believed it?  
 
    It was true—no matter what he thought, or how it made him feel, it was still going to be true. She didn’t doubt this would cause trouble. Mostly her taking off with him … everything else was just everything else. But couldn’t they climb that hill when it came? It wasn’t here yet, and so, Lucia didn’t want to deal with it yet.  
 
    Silly, yes.  
 
    Ignorant, sure.  
 
    What else could she do?  
 
    Lucia was where she wanted to be. Nothing was going to make that any less true.  
 
    “All right,” Renzo murmured. “We’ll stop on the other side of Iowa, grab some food, and switch some shit out.”  
 
    She didn’t know what that meant.  
 
    She didn’t care, either.  
 
    “You should still let me drive for a while,” Lucia said. “You could use some sleep, Ren.”  
 
    Renzo chuckled. “I’ll sleep when I’m dead, baby.”  
 
    Yeah, that’s what she was scared of the most.  
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    Diego sat in the opened hatch of the back of the SUV eating a kid’s meal and chattering on in the afternoon light. Lucia opened the toy that came with his meal, and handed it over to the smiling four-year-old. It wasn’t like the toy was very much—a small writing pad and a pack of mini pencil crayons to draw with. She supposed that was better than a cheap piece of plastic that would either break before he could play with it, or would get thrown in the garbage when he had no interest in it anymore.  
 
    He took the pad and pencil crayons, happy with whatever.  
 
    “Thanks, Lucia,” Diego said around a half-full mouth of the cheeseburger.  
 
    She grinned. “You’re welcome. Draw me something pretty, okay?”  
 
    “Okay!”  
 
    Diego went back to his food—distracted and pleased. Like usual. Lucia took that chance to lean backward on her heels, and peer around the side of the SUV. She found Renzo kneeling against the back of a white car, and just removing the final screw for the license plate. He’d already taken the one off the SUV, too.  
 
    He hadn’t explained why he was switching license plates yet again. However, they were sitting in a fucking fast food restaurant’s parking lot, and while they were parked in the back where no one could see them, it still made her nervous.  
 
    “Are you almost done?” she asked.  
 
    “Almost. Diego just about finished?”  
 
    Lucia gave the boy a look, and found he was still working on his cheeseburger and had half of his fries left. “Almost, but not really.”  
 
    Renzo chuckled as he stood up, and came around the back of their SUV. He moved to the side of Lucia where he could bend down to the ground, put the license plate on, and still keep out of view with her mostly blocking what he was doing. Diego moved to the edge of the hatch, and watched his older brother with a curious eye.  
 
    “What are you doing, Ren?” Diego asked.  
 
    “Making us harder to find again, that’s all.”  
 
    “Oh, okay. Like Hide and Seek?”  
 
    Renzo glanced up, and smiled at his brother. “Sure, just like that.”  
 
    Seemingly satisfied with his brother’s answer, Diego scooted back inside the hatch and bit into his burger again while scribbling on the notepad with a red pencil crayon. He wasn’t paying Lucia and Renzo any attention, now. Renzo quickly finished up his work of switching the license plates on the vehicles—well, he didn’t put their original stolen plates on the white car. Instead, he tossed it inside the SUV to keep it before coming to stand next to Lucia. That left the white car with no plate but it was unlikely the owner would even notice that until they got off their shift later in the day.  
 
    “You sure you don’t want some food?” he asked.  
 
    She shook her head. “Not really.”  
 
    “We’re not going to stop for a while.”  
 
    “I’ll be fine.”  
 
    “If you’re—”  
 
    “Why did you switch the license plates again?” she asked. “No, sorry … took the license plate from that car and also kept ours.”  
 
    “I told Diego why.”  
 
    Turning her back to the hatch, Renzo did the same. Lucia lowered her voice as she replied, “Yeah, but maybe I don’t believe that’s why.”  
 
    Renzo snuck an arm around her waist, pulled her in close, and pressed a kiss to the top of her head. Murmuring, he admitted, “You’re right. I was thinking it’d be better to switch the plates back to the old one after we cross over into Nebraska.”  
 
    “But why—”  
 
    “We need more money.”  
 
    Lucia stilled. “We have money, Ren.”  
 
    “Not enough. Not enough for Vegas.” His hand tightened on her waist, squeezing just hard enough to take her breath away but ground her all over again. Without a word, he tugged her around the SUV where Diego couldn’t see them. Renzo backed Lucia against the SUV, and came close enough that his nose brushed against hers. All she could see was him clouding her vision, and for a moment, the rest of the world just disappeared. She sucked in a quick breath a second before his lips grazed hers. “Vegas is the most expensive place to live—and we have to stay underground, so that’s going to make it worse. We’re gonna need shit, Lucia.”  
 
    “I know.”  
 
    “Fake IDs. A place to stay. That’s going to eat up a lot of cash all at once right there.”  
 
    Would it?  
 
    Lucia didn’t know.  
 
    “We need to eat, to sleep, to get dressed every day … more. Okay? So let me take care of it. Let me handle getting cash to do something with. You just keep Diego in the car, and keep him down out of sight until I get out of here. Then, we’re on the road again. No looking back, baby, right?”  
 
    “No looking back.”  
 
    He let her go then only to pull the gun he’d kept tucked in his waistband out of his jeans. Pulling out the mag, he checked the gun, and then quickly tucked it away once more. Passing the fast food restaurant a look, his attention came back to her in a blink. “I’ll hit somewhere as we head out of Nebraska.”  
 
    She knew, then.  
 
    He was going to rob a place.  
 
    Not this place, she didn’t think. He’d said elsewhere. Plus, it wouldn’t be smart for them to be seen going inside a place, and then one of them coming back in to rob it. That felt crazy.  
 
    Like all the rest of this wasn’t crazy, too.  
 
    Lucia could tell him no. She could have stopped him, but she didn’t. She only nodded.  
 
    Whatever he needed, she was going to do.  
 
    That’s why she came.  
 
    That’s why she was here.  
 
    For him.  
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    Renzo kept the SUV running at the corner of a building that allowed it to stay hidden from the gas station across the way. There, it wouldn’t get caught on camera like it would if he pulled the vehicle right into the parking lot. The side and back windows were tinted anyway, but not the front. He was trying to be safe.  
 
    Because nothing about this was sane.  
 
    He knew it.  
 
    What could he do, though?  
 
    In the passenger seat, Lucia stayed quiet as she waited for him to do or say something. Right then, Renzo was still trying to figure another way out of doing this. As it was, he’d already left a mess with each step he took to get further away from New York. Did he really want to leave one more mess behind that could be tied to him?  
 
    And on the other side of that, what would one more thing really mean in the grand scheme? Look at all he’d done—what was one more thing going to hurt at the end of the day?  
 
    The little devil on Renzo’s shoulder was loud.  
 
    “Ren?” Lucia asked softly.  
 
    His gaze drifted to her.  
 
    Sweet smile.  
 
    Knowing hazel eyes.  
 
    Reaching across the seats, his hand found her cheek. The second his hand touched her skin, her gaze lowered, and her lashes fluttered closed. Like she needed his touch, and he needed to touch her. There was something about this girl that brought him down from the clouds, and at the same time, kept him sky high.  
 
    “I’ll be five minutes, at most,” he murmured. “If I’m not out of there in five minutes, you’re to go.”  
 
    Lucia’s eyes flew wide at that statement, and thick panic stared back at him. “But—”  
 
    “Get in the driver’s seat and go.”  
 
    Her throat bobbed when she swallowed hard. “I can’t just go, Ren. I can’t go—”  
 
    “That’s what you’ll do because that’s what I need you to do. Got it?”  
 
    She still looked like she wanted to argue with him. Renzo didn’t know if arguing would do either of them any favors except keep them both right where they were. And fuck, maybe that would be the smarter idea. The two of them and Diego in that vehicle alone was a hell of a better place to be than jail or prison.  
 
    But he could do this. He knew he could. Hit the small convenience store, pop out the cameras as soon as he headed inside, and go straight for the counter. When he’d scoped it out by driving past, it didn’t look like the place was very busy, and the older gentleman behind the counter wasn’t going to be a problem as long as he did what he was told, and handed over the money. Renzo highly doubted anyone wanted to be a hero in the face of a robbery.  
 
    It should be simple.  
 
    Easy, really.  
 
    “Five minutes,” he repeated to Lucia.  
 
    Her jaw tightened, and her gaze dropped but she nodded. The relief that swept through him at that was good, but fleeting. He couldn’t sit here for much longer. It simply meant less time they were on the road and gone after this. He had to prioritize the shit he needed to do and the nonsense going on inside his head.  
 
    Like everything else lately.  
 
    Deal with one thing now, and something else later.  
 
    He passed a look into the backseat where Diego was currently halfway between falling asleep, and trying to finish scratching out what he thought was a cat on his small pad of paper. All it took was food, a few minutes driving, and the kid was ready to sleep again. He’d barely said a word the entire time they were driving. He was simply happy to follow his brother wherever Renzo was going to go, no questions asked.  
 
    No matter what, Renzo had to do right by that kid. That was the thing about this whole fucking mess—it wasn’t about Renzo, and it was not about Lucia. It had very little to do with them, or this thing of theirs that kept growing out of control like a weed. Oh, it was great, yes. He was going to do his very best to keep this girl at his side where she needed to be.  
 
    But the truth was simple—it really wasn’t about them.  
 
    This was about Diego, and Renzo had to remember that when other shit came in to play that took his focus away from where it needed to be. He needed to remember that regardless of what he was feeling, or the things that distracted him from the end goal, it was still going to be about Diego at the end of the day, and what he needed.  
 
    This was Renzo’s whole life.  
 
    He didn’t know how to do anything different.  
 
    His attention on Diego wasn’t missed, if Lucia’s next words were any indication.  
 
    “You know I’d look after him no matter what, right?” Lucia muttered, bringing his attention back to her. “I would, Ren.”  
 
    Renzo’s thumb stroked her cheek, and the action brought her gaze back up to meet his again. Russet met hazel, and for a moment, the rest of the world ceased to exist just like that. It was just him and her again. Nothing else could ever possibly matter to him when it was just them looking at one another.  
 
    “I know you would, Lucia,” he murmured.  
 
    Of course, she would.  
 
    She loved Diego.  
 
    He loved Diego.  
 
    He’d be taken care of, and at the end of the day, that’s the only thing that really made a difference to Renzo. This was all for his brother, anyway. To keep him safe, happy, and right where he needed to be. With Renzo.  
 
    “Good,” Lucia whispered, “I just wanted to make sure.”  
 
    “You don’t have to. I know.”  
 
    He’d known it from the moment she left everything behind to jump in a car with him and do something absolutely insane. She could have stayed when he left—New York would have been the easy, smart choice for her. She had money, status, and people. Enough money to certainly make her forget about him, if she wanted to use it to do just that. She had status in a world he could only really dream about—status that afforded her privilege and respect he had to earn while she had simply been given it for her last name. A whole family that would probably kill for her, but undoubtedly would give her the entire world simply because she was theirs. They could give her things he would never be able to.  
 
    New York would have been easier.  
 
    Smarter.  
 
    Even Renzo knew that.  
 
    And yet, she chose him.  
 
    She wanted him.  
 
    So yeah, he knew.  
 
    Leaning across the seat to get as close to Lucia as he could before he would have to force himself out of that SUV, his hand slid around to the back of her head, and drew her forward. Their lips met in a soft kiss. Her lips worked against his, and as sweet as the kiss had been at first, it quickly turned into something else entirely. Something desperate, and burning. Something harsh, and yet still lovely. Her fist clenched into the neckline of his T-shirt like she wasn’t going to let him go, and Renzo dragged the pad of his thumb down her collarbone as he pulled away just enough to let them breathe.  
 
    “Five minutes,” he repeated to her.  
 
    Lucia nodded again. “Okay.”  
 
    “Love you, Lucia.”  
 
    She smiled for that.  
 
    Of course.  
 
    “Love you, Ren.”  
 
    He knew that, too.  
 
    Ride or die.  
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    Renzo’s boots hit the sidewalk lining the small convenience store just before the Nebraska border. A few miles away from here, and they’d be out of Iowa. His fucking heart suddenly felt like it was going to explode inside his chest. He hadn’t been cocky enough to think that he wouldn’t be nervous at all, but he hadn’t expected it to hit at once without any kind of warning, either.  
 
    Aching lungs.  
 
    Clenched fists.  
 
    Sweaty palms.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    It wasn’t like him to be so overt with his emotions, either. He was typically better at hiding it. Hell, he’d beat a guy to death once for stealing from him, and while he felt like he was going to vomit the whole time, he’d been told his expression hadn’t changed from a cold, blank slate even once.  
 
    Apparently, this wasn’t going to be the same. Renzo didn’t know how to feel about that, honestly.  
 
    Get in, and get it done, his mind said.  
 
    Yeah, that sounded about right.  
 
    He’d shrugged on a hoodie before he left the SUV—a baggy, black sweater with a hood just large enough to cover the top of the baseball cap he’d pulled on his head, too. As long as he kept his face tilted down, the brim of the hat would give his face some sort of cover as he looked for any cameras, and the hood would add extra shadows.  
 
    Would it be enough?  
 
    That was yet to be determined.  
 
    Renzo couldn’t really think about it for too long. He didn’t need to go down that rabbit hole when he was already two steps away from going inside the store, and far too many steps away from heading back to the SUV. Still, he knew the faster he got this done, then the quicker he could get back to where he wanted and needed to be.  
 
    It was that simple.  
 
    As he rounded the corner of the store, and reached for the entrance doors to pull it open, Renzo tossed one last look over his shoulder. He couldn’t see the SUV across the street and parked around the side of the building. But he knew it was there, and for some reason, just looking that way was enough to relax him a bit.  
 
    Not a whole lot.  
 
    But it helped.  
 
    It grounded and solidified his decision. Get in, and get it done. Then, he’d be right back there with them, and on the road again. That’s all he needed to do.  
 
    Renzo tightened his hold on the black duffle bag he’d taken from the back of the SUV after dumping out all of his clothes. As he swung the door open to the store, he stepped inside and reached in the bag to palm the butt of the gun resting at the bottom. Glancing upward, but not turning his head up so that his face could possibly be caught on camera, he eyed the most common spots for them and soon enough, found two.  
 
    He was aware of the woman at the back of the store digging through the fridges for a soda she wanted. He stepped aside for the man to leave the store with a pack of cigarettes tight in his grasp. He took note of the man behind the counter who was busy watching the game on the small television in the high, right corner.  
 
    He was hyperaware of all those things, really. It was like time slowed in his mind as he grabbed tighter to the gun, and readied to pull it out. Like everyone slowed down—everything caught his eye, and he took note of it in his mind—and his mind shifted again, just like that. All those nerves were gone, and that fast beat of his heart that felt like it was going to explode just moments before was now nothing more than a gentle thump-thump-thump in his chest.  
 
    Not painful, or distracting.  
 
    Simply there.  
 
    Renzo waited until the store door was closed behind him before he decided to move and act. He could have waited for the girl at the back of the store to get the hell out, but as it was, he’d already been standing there far too long. The guy behind the counter was looking his way, and he figured he looked like the stereotypical fucking idiot about to rob a place dressed in black with his face mostly hidden, and a black bag in his grip.  
 
    Might as well prove the theory right …  
 
    Pulling the gun from its hiding spot while holding onto the bag at the same time, he raised the weapon and aimed at the first camera he’d seen when he came through the door. The one on the far wall, watching each person that came in and out. He’d already had the gun racked and ready to fire before he even came into the store.  
 
    It was good to be prepared.  
 
    Renzo pulled back the trigger, and watched that bullet rip through the camera. Several things happened then—the woman at the back screamed, and Renzo couldn’t see her anymore when he looked that way. She probably dropped to the floor, but he didn’t check. As long as she stayed there, then everything was going to be okay for her and him.  
 
    The second thing that happened?  
 
    The guy behind the counter fell off his chair.  
 
    Maybe Renzo was expecting the older man to come back up with a weapon of his own—Iowa wasn’t known for their strict gun laws, after all. But no, the guy didn’t come back up with a gun. Rather, he edged higher until his eyes peeked over the counter and landed on Renzo as he aimed and fired for the camera up behind the counter that would catch anyone who approached in its view.  
 
    Once that was gone, he put his attention where it needed to be. On the counter, the cash register, and the man who controlled it.  
 
    “I really don’t wanna fucking hurt you,” Renzo muttered, “so let’s make this easy on me, okay?”  
 
    He stepped closer to the cash, and tossed the bag to the counter at the same time. Tipping the gun sideways, he gestured at the bag, and then at the wide-eyed, terrified man.  
 
    “Fill it with whatever’s in the cash drawer, and I’m gone. Any trackers in your cash?”  
 
    Some stores kept those just in case of a robbery to make it easier on police. Banks usually had them, too, as well as dye packs.  
 
    The guy shook his head, and swallowed hard. “We’re just a small store, we don’t—”  
 
    “Good. Hurry up, I’m running out of time.”  
 
    He wasn’t lying.  
 
    Already, he’d been in there two and a half minutes. Yeah, Renzo had been keeping count even with all the other shit running through his head and keeping him feeling like he was about to go insane. Counting down time made him feel slightly better, after all.  
 
    “Stop wasting time!”  
 
    Renzo never lowered his gun, or tipped up his head to give the guy a good view of his face. The man stopped fucking around then, and hit a button on the cash register that caused it to pop open.  
 
    It took thirty seconds to fill the bag.  
 
    Maybe a little more.  
 
    Renzo just kept counting down until he could finally get the fuck out of there. Back to who mattered.  
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    The engine of the SUV was already running and warm when Renzo slipped into the driver’s seat. He threw the black duffle of money into the back seat—it couldn’t be much just based on what he’d seen the guy pull from the cash register, and he wasn’t willing to wait longer to make him open the safe in the back. Maybe three thousand, give or take a couple of hundred dollars. But add it to the money they already had, and they might be able to do something with it.  
 
    That’s what mattered.  
 
    He knew why the engine was still running, warm, and ready for him when Lucia was still moving from the driver’s seat into the passenger seat as he threw the SUV into drive, cut the wheel hard, and put the gas pedal to the floor. She didn’t even get the chance to buckle her seat belt as they burned rubber against the pavement.  
 
    “Thanks,” he said.  
 
    Lucia didn’t even ask for what. “Figured that was a few extra seconds we could afford to keep, you know.”  
 
    She wasn’t wrong.  
 
    Renzo kept darting to the rearview mirror, trying to see if anyone was following them, or if blue and red lights were going to start flashing in the background. They had maybe ten minutes to put as much distance between them and the store as they could manage before the cops would surround the place, and send out cars looking for him.  
 
    Speaking of which …  
 
    He grabbed the burner phone from the dashboard, and tossed it over to Lucia. “Find us another route. Not the highway.”  
 
    He didn’t explain more, and she didn’t ask. Renzo was grateful because the last thing he wanted to do was talk. While he’d went back to that calm state of his inside the store, he didn’t stay that way. The second he stepped back outside of the store, he was slammed into reality once again, raging heart, overacting nerves, and all.  
 
    “What about this?” Lucia asked, turning the phone for him to peek at what she’d found on the phone’s built in GPS. “Could that work?”  
 
    Possibly.  
 
    “Yeah, better than nothing, baby.”  
 
    Lucia smiled. “Next left, then.”  
 
    Renzo took a hard left, and instead of heading toward the highway again, he went for a rural road that would take them twice as long to cross over into the next state, but would make them harder to find. If anything, it gave them a bit more legroom to move and figure something out.  
 
    He’d not realized how bad his paranoia still was when even ten minutes later, with trees surrounding them on the left and right, Renzo still kept peering into the rearview mirror. At the same time, Lucia hadn’t once peeked over her shoulder to check if someone was following them.  
 
    He felt out of control.  
 
    She was cool, and calm.  
 
    Jesus.  
 
    You go, I go.  
 
    Her words kept ringing in his head. It was the only thing making him feel even remotely better at the moment. Still, his paranoia raged on like it wasn’t going to simmer at all.  
 
    What if the SUV had been caught on cameras from another building?  
 
    What if the license plate they’d stolen from the first car lot had been put out by now?  
 
    “I think we should switch vehicles again,” he said quietly.  
 
    Lucia didn’t even question him. “We’ll have to wait until it’s dark again. Seems safer.”  
 
    She wasn’t wrong.  
 
    In the backseat, it seemed like Diego had finally woken up. “I like trucks.”  
 
    It was random as hell. Then again, if he’d been listening to them, it wasn’t random at all. If it was a truck the kid wanted next …  
 
    “We’ll find you a truck, buddy,” Renzo said.  
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    “Where are we?” Diego asked.  
 
    Lucia passed Renzo a smile. It was the first time the kid had asked them anything in a while. He didn’t seem to care what was happening, really.  
 
    “Just outside Norfolk, Nebraska,” Renzo said, turning to rest his arm over the seat so he could stare at his brother in the backseat of the king cab Dodge truck. Yeah, they managed to find Diego the truck he wanted. How long they would keep it was anyone’s guess, though. More switched license plates, though this time they managed to grab an older truck out of a secondhand lot. “We’re going to stay the night, and drive some more.”  
 
    Diego peered out the window, and then promptly yawned. “Here?”  
 
    It wasn’t dark yet—dusk was more like it. The time between day and night when the sun was just beginning to dip below the horizon, and the sky was bright with burnt oranges, reds, and yellows as it promised night was coming soon. Night with a black backdrop and bright stars dotted across the inky canvas.  
 
    Lately, Lucia seemed to like night a lot more.  
 
    Diego and Renzo continued their conversation, but Lucia’s attention was on the window, and the place outside of their vehicle. The parking lot of the motel they had picked for the night, after checking GPS and making sure they were far enough off the beaten path, didn’t look like much. A standard three-star motel, according to the sign in the window, and thankfully, given the office was lit up, it seemed like they were still open to accept someone for check-in.  
 
    That didn’t make the place look any better, really.  
 
    It wasn’t even two floors, but rather, an L-shaped building with a front step entrance to each hotel room, and white siding that was starting to turn a little yellow. It certainly didn’t feel like a great vacation spot, but rather, a stopping point in the night for people like them who had been driving far too long and didn’t have any other choice. A sign attached to the entrance of the office said there was an in-ground pool in the back. Not that Lucia figured that was any good for them considering it was September, and they planned on getting back on the road before it was even light out again. The lights on the big sign mostly worked except for a few on the part of the sign that flashed a constant message of vacancy.  
 
    Which was funny because you know, the place was empty. It didn’t look like they had anyone staying there at the moment. Lucia figured that was good for them. Less people who might notice them, and all that.  
 
    But what did it say for the hotel?  
 
    Not very much.  
 
    “Hey,” Renzo murmured.  
 
    Turning away from the window to face him, she smiled. “Hey.”  
 
    He nodded his chin toward the offices about twenty feet away from where they’d parked. “You’re going to need to go in and get the room, just in case.”  
 
    Lucia frowned. “Just in case of what?”  
 
    “My face has been plastered on the news, or something.”  
 
    For the first time since she realized what Renzo had been planning to do, those nerves and worries that Lucia had managed to suppress came rising fast and harsh in her throat. It felt like a thick ball had come to rest right in her esophagus, and she couldn’t swallow. How silly she could be at times … or naive, really. She’d not even considered how easily Renzo’s face could have been caught on camera, and then plastered all over the place for people to be on the lookout for him.  
 
    And because they’d be looking for him, they might also be looking for her.  
 
    Not that she was worried about that, really. More the fact that at the moment, Renzo’s face could be widely known. On every news station who felt like the robbery was a big enough story to play it. That made her think—had they driven far enough to stop; were they really safe right now?  
 
    Her paranoia picked right up like it was an old friend who had come to hold her hand, and keep her extra cold for the rest of the night. She wanted to ignore it, but it was fucking impossible. She had done so well, too. Ignoring her anxiety like it didn’t exist in the first place. Maybe God was having a good laugh at her while He reminded her that she couldn’t ignore anything forever.  
 
    Reality was always right around the corner.  
 
    “Lucia.”  
 
    It was the smooth, dark tenor of Renzo’s voice that drew Lucia out of her thoughts. She was grateful for that, really. There was something about the way his voice washed over her senses that just … relaxed her like nothing else did. It was like an entirely different reminder. One that said if he was there with her, everything was just fine.  
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    Renzo reached out and stroked her cheek with the pads of his fingers. They drifted down to her jawline, and then over her lower lip, too. Soft, and slow. It caused her skin heat up under the path his fingers took and made her smile for him.  
 
    “Don’t panic,” he told her like he had been reading her mind the entire time, “we’re going to be fine. Just have to be careful.”  
 
    Oh, was that all?  
 
    Lucia didn’t entirely believe that, but right then, she didn’t think pointing it out would be a good thing. The last thing she wanted was to be upset, or to distress him. They could figure this shit out later.  
 
    Right now …  
 
    “Give me some money,” she said, “and I’ll go get the room.”  
 
    Renzo grinned, and gave her a wink that made her stupid in her head. Sexy, and playful just like that. Like their whole world hadn’t just changed, and they weren’t running from the things they had done. Like it might never catch up to them if they just kept moving fast enough.  
 
    Who knew?  
 
    Maybe it wouldn’t catch up to them.  
 
    “That’s my girl,” he said.  
 
    Once Lucia had the money in her hand, she stepped out of the stolen truck and headed for the office to get the room. The first thing she noticed about the office when she stepped inside was the fact that it seemed as though she had been thrown back in time about twenty years. The second? Someone liked their tobacco.  
 
    The balding man who sat behind the counter didn’t even look up from the news he was watching as the daily highlights played through. The bell over the door had jangled to welcome Lucia inside, but he didn’t seem to care. Maybe that wasn’t a bad thing—if he was distracted by his television, then he wasn’t paying attention to her, or who was waiting outside.  
 
    Lucia approached the counter, and simply said, “Could I get a room for the night? Two beds, if you have one. But one bed is fine, too, as long as it’s a queen or bigger.”  
 
    The guy didn’t even glance away from the television as he muttered, “One-seventy-five a night, and I’m gonna need your ID in case you trash the room.”  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    She had her ID, but she couldn’t give it to him. She was not going to put her real name down on anything that might be traced back to her.  
 
    “Or,” the guy added after a moment, “you can put a credit card on file, so I can charge it if you trash the room instead.”  
 
    Lucia raised a brow, kind of annoyed. “You just assume everyone is going to trash the room, then?”  
 
    “I prepare, not assume.”  
 
    Right.  
 
    “What is the cost if someone trashes a room?”  
 
    “A thousand, usually.”  
 
    Lucia made quick work of counting out the thousand dollars, and the cost of the room for the night, before putting the stack of money on the counter. “There—cost of the room, and the deposit for you to have in case we trash it. We won’t, by the way.”  
 
    That got the guy’s attention. He turned away from his television for the first time, and took his time looking her over. Those beady, dark eyes of his traveled over her features, and then took in the simple clothes she wore, too. It wasn’t much. A cheap wrap dress she’d picked up at a Walmart when they had a chance to stop. She had grabbed a few pairs of leggings and yoga pants, too, plus some shirts, underwear, and things they all needed to clean up when they did stop somewhere. It wasn’t a lot, but rather, just enough.  
 
    “You need to be eighteen to rent a room,” the guy said.  
 
    Lucia’s jaw ticked. “I am.”  
 
    “If you are, you are barely eighteen, girl.”  
 
    Sucking in a sharp breath, Lucia tried to keep her tone and mood calm enough to get the fuck out of there as she dug in her wallet for her ID. She flashed it to the man, just long enough for him to see her birthdate, before she shoved it back in her wallet. “Is that good enough for you, or …?”  
 
    The guy still didn’t look as though he liked this very much, or her, for that matter. He dug for a key under the desk before slapping it to the top, and pushing it across to her. Lucia was quick to snatch it up because she really just wanted to get the hell out of there. “I suppose. Room nine, third from the far left end.”  
 
    “Great, I’ll grab the money for the deposit in the morning before we head out.”  
 
    Lucia had just reached the door when the man called out behind her to ask, “We—how many is we?”  
 
    She didn’t answer.  
 
    What did it matter now?  
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    Lucia leaned over the bed while taking extra care not to wake Diego as she checked to make sure that he was, in fact, still sleeping. She’d asked for two beds, but the guy had given her the key to a room with only a queen bed. Which was fine, really. Like Renzo said when they first came in, Diego was more likely to sleep better in a strange place when he was closer to his big brother, anyway.  
 
    The boy’s breaths came out slow, and steady. His eyes moved under closed lids, telling Lucia that Diego must have been dreaming about something good considering he was smiling a little in his sleep, too.  
 
    Standing straight, she wrapped her damp hair into a messy bun and glanced around the room. Renzo had stepped out—for what she figured was a smoke—before she headed in to use the shower. That was a half hour ago considering she’d been towel-drying her hair and she got dressed. Or rather, she threw on one of Renzo’s T-shirts and pulled on a pair of tight cotton sleep shorts. But apparently, he hadn’t come back in yet. Knowing Diego was fine for the moment, and the front door to the hotel room was locked so no one was getting in, she decided to go in search of Renzo.  
 
    They’d figured out after settling in that the room had a door leading to the back of the hotel, too. Where, apparently, the in-ground pool happened to be surrounded by a high fence. Probably for safety reasons.  
 
    Lucia slipped out the back, but found Renzo wasn’t anywhere to be found. He wasn’t sitting under the small enclave where the back door led to, but his pack of cigarettes and lighter rested on the table like he’d just walked away from it. Lucia’s heart picked up its pace a bit as she walked further out into the night, and glanced down the hotel rooms.  
 
    Still empty.  
 
    Still lonely.  
 
    It was a splash behind the tall fence surrounding the pool that drew her in that direction. The locked gate to the pool wasn’t really locked. It was simply a latch that was too high for most kids to open, Lucia found. She pushed it open to find a pile of familiar clothes sitting at the edge of the lit up pool.  
 
    Renzo’s clothes.  
 
    The smell of chlorine assaulted her senses as she edged closer to the side of the pool. That’s where she found him. Not swimming, no, but rather, resting at the bottom of what she could only assume was very cold water considering the temperature outside. His eyes were closed, and his arms were spread wide as he floated, suspended, at the very bottom of the deep end of the pool in nothing but boxer-briefs.  
 
    For a second, Lucia’s heart stopped.  
 
    Just the sight of him like that was enough to make her chest hurt, but she didn’t entirely know why. Maybe it was the idea that he wasn’t going to come back up. That he looked like deadweight down there. Maybe it was just that he was too far away from her.  
 
    “Ren!”  
 
    She highly doubted that he could hear her, but that didn’t stop her from calling out to him a second and third time. The racing of her heart didn’t slow until all at once, Renzo opened his eyes under the water, and righted his body before pushing up from the bottom of the pool. He broke the surface of the water with a deep breath, and one hand sluicing the droplets from his face.  
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked, trying not to let the edge in her voice show.  
 
    Renzo blinked for a second before his gaze landed on her. “Thinking.”  
 
    “At the bottom of a pool?”  
 
    He grinned, entirely unbothered and unknowing that she’d pretty much just had a panic attack. Fucking man. She hated that he looked entirely too good skimming the water as he came closer to the edge of the pool where she was waiting for him. His arms rested along the edge to hold him steady as he peered up at her.  
 
    “Why not?” he asked. “Looked like a pretty good place to think to me.”  
 
    Lucia bent down and pushed the palm of her hand against his forehead, causing him to float backward in the water with a laugh. “Nearly gave me a heart attack, Ren. Isn’t that water freezing?”  
 
    “A little. It’s not bad once you’re all in.”  
 
    “I’ll just take your word—”  
 
    “No, you won’t.” He swam fast to the edge, and before she could properly respond, he’d grabbed her wrist and yanked her into the pool with him. She was right—it was cold as fuck. But there wasn’t anything Lucia could do about it once her entire body was submerged in the water, and she was shivering all over. He stopped the chattering of her teeth with a kiss—a fierce, hungry kiss that lit her body on fire in an instant. Pulling away just enough to speak, though his lips still grazed hers all the while, he murmured, “See, not too bad.”  
 
    Well, not when she had other things on her mind.  
 
    After all, she didn’t care to think about anything else other than the way Renzo’s hands were skimming her sides. His fingertips edged along the hem of the shirt she’d thrown on, grazing her cooled skin at the same time. Fuck yeah—all she could focus on then was the way heat followed his fingertips. How could she be cold when he made her hot with nothing more than a touch?  
 
    “You’re shivering,” Renzo said, his hand dipping under her shirt so his palm could lay flat to her toned stomach. His lips curved in the sexiest way as her tremors kicked up a notch as his hand moved higher, between the valley of her breasts to rest overtop her racing heart. He could feel that beat the same as she could feel her heart kicking in her chest, she bet. Like just his touch alone was enough to make her heart kickstart into overdrive. She loved it. “We can go in, if you’re too cold.”  
 
    “No fucking way.”  
 
    Renzo’s laughter filled up the cool air. A dark, heady sound that rumbled in the water, and vibrated all the way through Lucia. She thought, like this, his laughter sounded sinful. Way too sexy. If she wasn’t already soaked from being dragged into the pool, she’d be wet from just that sound alone.  
 
    He probably knew it, too.  
 
    He had to.  
 
    His gaze drifted over her face as he edged closer to her in the water. His palm cupped her breast, fingers tightening around the hard peak of her nipple at the same time. The shock of pain from the action quickly melted into a hum of pleasure as it cut right down her middle, and felt like it radiated over her already-clenching pussy.  
 
    Dark eyes watched her.  
 
    Silent, and glimmering.  
 
    Oh, yes.  
 
    He most certainly knew.  
 
    Lucia sucked in a shaky breath as he kept watching her. Like predator and prey, she thought. The intensity in his russet gaze when it was stuck on her was enough to pin her in place, and make her lungs feel like they couldn’t possibly drag in enough air. It was a strange feeling, really. Something that should probably terrify her. Except his stare only made her want him more. The last thing she ever felt around this man was fear. He made her feel a lot of things—everything, really.  
 
    “Lucia,” he murmured.  
 
    “Hmm?”  
 
    Renzo flashed a grin. “I’ve got a problem.”  
 
    She arched a brow. “What’s that?”  
 
    “I’d like nothing more than to bury my dick between your thighs, but I just realized I don’t have any condoms. So, my best bet is to stay right here. If I get any closer—”  
 
    They’d slipped up once or twice before and used nothing. She’d never really thought about it—maybe that was because she was young-dumb, or because it was him. Either way, it didn’t matter.  
 
    “I’ve had the shot since I was fifteen to help regulate my cycles. Never thought to mention it, I guess.”  
 
    Renzo’s tongue peeked out to wet his lips. “Yeah?”  
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    “All right. Just wanna make sure you’re good before I get you against the edge of this pool, and fuck you. That’s all.”  
 
    Well, damn.  
 
    How was she supposed to reply to that?  
 
    He was too frank for his own good.  
 
    “Perfect,” she whispered. “I’m perfect.”  
 
    “Fucking right you are.”  
 
    Renzo closed what little bit of distance was between them in the pool all at once. His mouth slammed against hers, and she was a fucking goner just like that. All it took was his kiss—hard, demanding and rough. Lips against hers that worked with frenzy and determination to get what he wanted from her. Not that it took long at all for her to respond. She felt the way his tongue struck against the seam of her lips, and already, she was opening up for him.  
 
    She liked when he kissed her softly.  
 
    Loved when he kissed her deeply.  
 
    Lucia craved this, though.  
 
    This hungry, brutal kiss that left her without air, made her lips numb, and had her aching between her thighs like nothing else ever had. She didn’t know how it happened, but in a blink, her back hit the edge of the pool in the shallow end. Renzo was already pushing hard against her body, making the water splash over the echoes of their harsh breaths. His hands were all over her. Just when she thought his palms had found one place to focus on driving her insane with their rough touches that she was sure would leave marks, he moved to a new spot altogether.  
 
    And then his hands slid down to palm her ass. Firm enough that his fingertips dug into the swell of her backside, and dragged her right up off the soles of her feet. She wrapped her thighs around his waist as he backed her into the edge of the pool again. Pinned like that, the only thing she could think about was how hard this man felt under the water. From the planes of his stomach to the weight of his body pressing against her.  
 
    Not to mention, his cock.  
 
    God.  
 
    The full length of his erection ground against her sex through the sleep shorts she had pulled on earlier. But given they were wet, and all he was wearing were thin boxer-briefs, she swore she could feel every teasing inch of his cock sliding along the seam of her sex with each shift and flex of his hips.  
 
    Lucia tipped her head back, staring up at the black, inky sky dotted with stars. She released a hard breath as his teeth skimmed over her jaw, drifted down her throat, and then found her collarbone. His hips punched forward at the same time those teeth of his cut into her collarbone, making her whine.  
 
    “Shit,” she mumbled, finding stability by holding onto his shoulders. She’d lost her self-control, really. That, or she just didn’t give a damn when she found herself answering his rolling hips by grinding her own. The rhythm between them was just enough to get her almost to the peak—the orgasm teasing her at the edges of her senses, but not quite crashing down. “Fuck, fuck … fuck.”  
 
    “Look at me.”  
 
    Instantly, she tipped her head back down, and her gaze locked on his at his dark command. Those lips of his twisted in a smirk as his hands tightened even more on her ass, and he pulled her core even harder against his cock. “You like that, huh? Grinding on my dick like that—could you come, Lucia?”  
 
    She sucked in another breath.  
 
    Why did it feel like she couldn’t get enough air?  
 
    “Probably,” she admitted.  
 
    “Too fucking bad for you. I want you on my dick for that, babe.”  
 
    That sounded way better.  
 
    “Please.”  
 
    The groan that fell from his lips would have been enough to take her to the edge of bliss and throw her over it. She was sure of that, more than anything else. Not that Lucia had time to focus on how sexy and dark Renzo looked groaning when she let that pleading whisper escape her mouth. She didn’t.  
 
    He moved fast, one of his hands letting go of her backside to fit between them. He had his boxer-briefs tugged down, and his cock freed to his palm. She stared down, watching him fist his length under the water. There was something dangerously sexy about watching a man stroke himself. Something that made her hot in her gut, and aching between her thighs.  
 
    “Help me with your shorts,” he grunted.  
 
    Like he even needed to ask, frankly.  
 
    Lucia didn’t even bother to take the damn things off all the way. He moved back from her and, she shimmied the wet material down her thighs just enough to give him access. The bunched up shorts bit against her thighs once she had them wrapped around his waist again. If she didn’t have bruised along her thighs tomorrow, she’d be lucky.  
 
    Not that it mattered.  
 
    This was fucking worth it.  
 
    So worth it.  
 
    The thick head of his cock lined up to the slit of her sex, and Lucia’s thoughts drifted away. She locked gazes with him again, and he grinned in that way of his before dropping another kiss to her mouth. His forehead pressed against hers as his hand came up to circle her throat. He grabbed just tight enough to make her gasp, and then his hips flexed forward.  
 
    It took one fucking thrust to stretch her open, and fill her full. She swore he hit every fucking nerve ending she had sliding in until he was balls-deep, and she was shaking.  
 
    He dropped another kiss to her lips, then. And then pulled out before slamming right back into her. Her shoulders dragged along the edge of the pool, scratching and stinging. She didn’t even care.  
 
    Not when she had his hand on her throat, his mouth working against hers, and his cock driving into her at a pace fast enough to make her want to scream.  
 
    Already, she was going to come.  
 
    Already, she was losing control.  
 
    “Fucking come,” he demanded, his tone husky and rough when he finally pulled away from her kiss. “Let me have it—it’s all mine, Lucia.”  
 
    It was. 
 
    Only he ever made her feel this way.  
 
    The bliss came crashing down only when he leaned in close again, and bit her lip. The shock of pain mixed with her bliss, and she couldn’t even remember her own name for a second. Sparks lit up behind her eyes, and heat shot through her body. He quieted her cries with another bruising kiss.  
 
    Two deep thrusts of his cock, and she felt him shudder as he emptied inside her pussy. The thick moan that rumbled from his mouth against her own, and the feeling of his cock jerking inside her was enough to make her peak again; to make her crazed again.  
 
    She’d ask for more, but she didn’t think she could talk.  
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    Lucia tightened the blanket around her shoulders, and leaned forward on the chair to peer out the window again. She left the curtains closed with just a small slate that she could use to see outside. It was enough. She’d tried to sleep … but something just didn’t feel right. She wasn’t sure what it was, but after they got out of the pool and came inside to get dry and warm, the uneasy feeling wouldn’t leave her alone no matter what she did.  
 
    Like a heavy weight on her heart, it kept her awake.  
 
    And anxious as hell.  
 
    Peering out into the darkness, she found the sign for the hotel was still turned off like it had been for hours. The parking lot was still empty, and down the way, she could see just fine that the office was dark. She didn’t have any reason to feel like she did … except it just wouldn’t leave her alone.  
 
    Maybe that was the Marcello in her.  
 
    When something felt off, it was.  
 
    Wasn’t that what her dad always told her?  
 
    Lucia blinked as thoughts of her father filled her mind. It wasn’t lost on her that since taking off from New York, her father had only come to her mind a handful of times, and usually, the only thing she felt when she thought of him was the anger and resentment she still harbored in her heart over the things he had done.  
 
    Right then, though, she wasn’t sure what she felt. Something heavy on her shoulders, definitely, but also something thick in her throat, too. She refused to think on it for long—she couldn’t.  
 
    Resting back in the chair, Lucia settled on not watching the outside for the moment. If she couldn’t sleep, then she didn’t need to make her paranoia worse by waiting for something that she wasn’t even sure was happening. Instead, she settled on watching the figures sleeping soundly on the bed without her.  
 
    Diego had tucked in close to his brother’s back under the blankets. Renzo had been turned toward Lucia, and even after she slipped out of the bed, he still stayed facing her in his sleep.  
 
    It didn’t matter what she felt about her father or family, she decided.  
 
    She was still right where she wanted to be. And she needed to be here—who else was going to watch Renzo’s back? He only had her to do that, after all.  
 
    Lucia was going to keep doing it.  
 
    No matter what.  
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    Why was the fucking bed shaking?  
 
    “Ren, wake up!”  
 
    This bed was far more comfortable when he fell asleep in it the night before—he hadn’t heard anything from the time his head hit the pillow. He hadn’t realized how tired he was from driving nonstop with no time for rest until he finally had the chance to sleep.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    He slept like the dead.  
 
    “Ren!”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    His question came out more like a grunt than his actual voice. A husky, exhausted grunt that he wasn’t even sure if it made sense or not. He figured it didn’t matter; getting back to sleep was what was important to him.  
 
    “Ren, get up!”  
 
    It was only the hint of panic in Lucia’s voice that finally broke Renzo out of his sleepy daze. He cracked his eyes open to find her leaning over him in the bed. She was reaching for him again like she was going to grab hold of him, and shake him until he woke up. Fuck. Well, that explained why the bed had been shaking, anyway.  
 
    He had a good mind to ask her what in the fuck was wrong with her, but it was the fear coloring her eyes that had him sitting up straight in the bed like someone had shoved a rod in his spine. He didn’t even speak until he had jumped out of the bed, and was yanking on the pants he’d discarded the night before.  
 
    “What’s wrong?”  
 
    Lucia glanced over her shoulder at the window, but not before Renzo saw the darkness under her eyes. Had she even slept at all the night before? He couldn’t be sure because of how quickly he closed his eyes, and the fact he slept like he wasn’t going to wake up again. At least, Diego was still out like a light.  
 
    “Did you sleep at all?” he asked.  
 
    Lucia looked back to him. “That doesn’t matter right now.”  
 
    “Yes, it does. Did you sleep?”  
 
    “No.” Lucia nodded at the window. “The guy—the one who was in the office last night when I got the room—was walking around this morning. He was trying to look in the truck, and then our window. He had something in his hand—a paper, but it looked like it had a picture on it? And he was talking to someone on the phone, too.”  
 
    Renzo blinked. “Slow down.”  
 
    He didn’t think she realized it, but he barely understood what she just said. Either his brain was too tired and was struggling to catch up, or nothing she just said made sense.  
 
    “Something’s wrong,” Lucia muttered. “We need to get out of here. Why would he be looking in the truck?”  
 
    It was very possible that Lucia was just … nervous. Or rather, paranoid. Who wouldn’t be after what happened the day before? But it wasn’t like Lucia to panic. That was the thing about her. This whole time, she’d been ridiculously calm. She’d never freaked out even once. A part of him knew that, no, she wasn’t being paranoid at all right now.  
 
    If something felt wrong, then it probably was.  
 
    Renzo nodded. “When was he looking around, then?”  
 
    “He headed back to the office a couple of minutes ago. I didn’t think anything of him walking around at first, but then the second time he was looking at the truck and talking on the phone, so that kind of made me nervous.”  
 
    Looking at the truck.  
 
    “Like what, reading the license plate?”  
 
    Lucia shrugged. “Maybe? I’m not sure. What about the money I gave him for the deposit, so I didn’t have to put my ID on record, Ren? That was a thousand dollars. Are we just going to leave without that?”  
 
    He didn’t have the time to weigh the pros and cons of trying to get their cash back at the moment. If something bad was happening, like maybe somehow the cops had gotten a bead on them, then they needed to get out of there as fast as they possibly could. Who knew when the police might show up?  
 
    “Fuck the money.”  
 
    “But—”  
 
    “Not important. Grab the bags,” Renzo told her. “I’ll get Diego.”  
 
    Lucia didn’t even question him. “All right.”  
 
    Diego was not happy to be scooped up from the bed by his big brother before he was even ready to wake up, but Renzo didn’t give him a choice. He ignored the boy’s grumblings, and slung him over his shoulder still half-asleep. Diego would wake up properly in the truck, or elsewhere for all he gave a damn. As long as he wasn’t waking up in some foster home, that’s all that mattered to Renzo at the end of the day.  
 
    “I wanna sleep,” Diego whined as they exited the hotel room. Lucia was fast on his heels, still quiet but doing as he’d said for her to do. “Ren!”  
 
    “Sleep in the truck, buddy.”  
 
    “I don’t wanna!”  
 
    Renzo juggled his wiggling brother and the screwdriver he’d used to boost the truck the day before. They were lucky really that they’d managed to find two vehicles that were old enough to be boosted simply by shoving a screwdriver in the ignition, twisting it hard and popping two wires together at the same time.  
 
    Speaking of which …  
 
    “Did the guy look in the driver’s window when he was looking around?” Renzo asked Lucia.  
 
    She nodded before slipping around the back of the truck to throw the bags onto the bed. All except one—the black duffle that held his gun, and the cash he’d moved into it the night before. She put that in the driver’s seat for him. Renzo cursed under his breath, but tried to give Diego a smile at the same time so that his brother didn’t think anything was wrong. That wouldn’t help them at all. The kid didn’t need to be in any sort of panic right now.  
 
    But if the guy had looked in the driver’s window, there was no doubt in Renzo’s mind that he saw the hanging wires under the steering wheel, which was a good fucking indication that the truck was stolen.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    This was not good.  
 
    “Get in the truck,” Renzo told Lucia as she came back around the side. “We need to hit the road.”  
 
    He also didn’t want to panic for her. Sure, she knew something bad was up, but that didn’t mean he was going to fuel her concerns by acting like it, too.  
 
    Calm and steady was best.  
 
    Right?  
 
    “Y’all aren’t heading out of here already, are you?”  
 
    Lucia was just slipping into the passenger side as the voice drifted over the gravel parking lot. Renzo’s shoulders tightened with tension as he turned just enough to look at the guy from the side, but over his shoulder. That way, he wasn’t giving the man a good look at his face, not entirely. But he was still able to see him just fine.  
 
    “Yeah, thanks for the room,” Renzo called out, “have a good day.”  
 
    He didn’t for a second think that would be enough to satisfy the guy, but that also didn’t matter. Renzo just needed enough time to circle the truck, get inside, and boost the fucker so they could get on the road. Nothing more, and nothing less. He wasn’t about to have a conversation with the man.  
 
    “Now, you’ve got a deposit waiting for you in the office,” the man said. “You’re not going to leave that, are you? It’ll take me a few minutes to go and grab it out of the safe.”  
 
    Renzo’s gaze narrowed.  
 
    A few minutes?  
 
    A safe?  
 
    Why in the hell did a shitty little motel in the middle of Nowhere, Nebraska need a fucking safe? That screamed strange to him in more ways than one. Renzo was not the type to ignore his gut instinct when something felt off to him. Sure, that thousand dollars could do a lot for them once they finally hit Vegas, and they needed as much money as they could get their hands on, but it still wasn’t enough to make him feel safe enough to wait.  
 
    The guy had come a hell of a lot closer, too.  
 
    “No, we’re good,” Renzo said. “Keep it—a thank you.”  
 
    He turned to round the front of the truck and jump in the driver’s side, but he barely even made it two steps before the guy came up behind him. Had they been back in New York and on Renzo’s streets, someone coming up behind him would have meant only one thing—the fucker wanted to get hurt.  
 
    But when the man grabbed Renzo’s arm, all he could think about was fuck, don’t cause a goddamn scene. Just get out of here, Ren. You need to get the hell out of here now.  
 
    The man’s hand tightened on Renzo’s forearm. “Now, you wait just a second, young man.”  
 
    He glanced down at the unwelcomed hand on his body. “Remove your fucking hand before I do, please.”  
 
    There, he was kind.  
 
    He gave the man a warning.  
 
    The guy’s gaze narrowed on Renzo’s face. “I thought something was strange with you two last night, even if you didn’t come out of the truck. You think someone wasn’t going to see those wires hanging down like that? All I had to do was watch the damn news to hear about the robbery just across the border. Looking for a dark vehicle, they said. Likely stolen. You’re not going anywhere. The cops will be here soon, so you might as well just give it up.”  
 
    Oh, was that what he thought?  
 
    Renzo had news for him.  
 
    “You’re going to let me go, or I’m going to make you wish you’d never even seen my face,” Renzo murmured. “Last chance, sir.”  
 
    “I just told you … you’re not going—”  
 
    “Let him go,” came a soft, yet still firm, order from the side of the truck.  
 
    Renzo really wished Lucia had stayed in the truck, and let him handle this, but she was out now. Out, and with his gun in her hand, it seemed. She’d already racked the weapon back by the looks of it, and she had it pointed right at the side of the man’s head as she edged closer to them. There was no shake in her hands, and no hesitance in her gaze with each step she took. Just a cold determination leveled on the man still touching Renzo like he had any business doing that at all.  
 
    “Babe,” Renzo started to say.  
 
    “Now, little girl—”  
 
    The man had a hand up, as if that was going to stop Lucia or the bullet if she pulled the trigger. Renzo almost wanted to scoff, but somehow, he managed to keep it in. How, though, he didn’t have the first fucking clue. If she pulled that trigger, the bullet coming for his head was the last thing the man was ever going to see.  
 
    Simple as that.  
 
    “You threatening me, girl?” the man asked.  
 
    “Looks like it,” Lucia returned.  
 
    It wasn’t much—a couple of seconds where the guy’s hand loosened on Renzo while his attention went to the thing he figured was the biggest threat to him at the moment.  
 
    Lucia.  
 
    And her gun.  
 
    No, it wasn’t much, but it was enough for Renzo to act. He only needed the chance, and he was the fucking type to take it every time. After all, he’d never know if he didn’t try. That’s what life had taught him, frankly.  
 
    Swinging back his free arm at the same time he jerked away from the man, Renzo swung forward fast and hard. His fist connected with the side of the man’s face with a sickening crunch. He saw the blood spew from the guy’s lips before his body dropped to the ground like a sack of dead weight.  
 
    It took Renzo a second, and then two before he realized no, the guy wasn’t fucking dead. Just knocked the hell out. Which honestly, worked for him.  
 
    The next thing he did was yank that fucking gun out of Lucia’s hand before she hurt herself, or somebody else. She just looked startled as he flicked the safety back on, and tucked the gun in the waistband of his pants.  
 
    “Stay in the truck,” he barked at her.  
 
    Okay, maybe that was rude.  
 
    Still …  
 
    Lucia blinked. “He grabbed you!”  
 
    “I had it handled, Lucia.”  
 
    “No, you really didn’t.”  
 
    “I did!” Renzo scrubbed a hand down his jaw, and shot her a look he hoped got his point across with his next words. “Don’t step in on something like that again. You don’t need to do that.”  
 
    “I will do whatever I want to do for you, Ren. Got it?”  
 
    Lucia crossed her arms over her chest, and glowered right back at him. That was probably one of the things he loved best about this woman—she was absolutely willing to go toe to toe with him over whatever she wanted to, even if it was the worst fucking possible time for her to be doing exactly that.  
 
    Renzo passed another look at the guy on the ground. The last thing he needed or wanted to do right now was sit here and argue with her. They had more important things to handle.  
 
    “We need to get out of here—you heard him,” he said.  
 
    Lucia frowned. “What about the money—”  
 
    “Forget about it. Get in the truck, you can drive. I need to make a call.”  
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    “Yeah, Tuck, hey …”  
 
    Renzo didn’t miss the way Lucia’s gaze slid in his direction as the guy he’d been calling for a half an hour finally picked up the phone. Fuck, it had been years since he talked to Tucker Earl. Far too long, really. The last time the two of them spoke, Tucker had been dealing for a rival on the streets, and they had just about gone to blows over it. But their mutual respect at having known each other since they were kids took over, and they figured something else out.  
 
    Shortly after that, Tuck headed to Vegas. He always said if Renzo ever needed anything, to just give him a call and let him know. Well, Renzo was finally making that fucking call. Whether or not Tuck was serious, or if the guy was even in any kind of state to be able to help was another story.  
 
    “Renzo?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Renzo said, laughing. “How the fuck are you, man?”  
 
    “Busy. Making coin. Keeping the hustle alive. Shit, it’s been … a year or more since I last talked to you. How the hell are things?”  
 
    “Crazy.”  
 
    Understatement.  
 
    “I know that life,” Tuck replied.  
 
    Highly doubt it, man.  
 
    “No, I mean … crazy as in bad,” Renzo muttered, staring out the window. “I need some help. Can you do that—help me, I mean? Just a few things. You know I’m good for it, Tuck.”  
 
    “Wait, are you in New York, or—”  
 
    “No, I’m heading for Vegas right now, actually.”  
 
    On the other end of the line, Tuck quieted for a second. Renzo waited the man out as he watched the trees passing them on the back roads. Lucia was smart, still staying off the highway. They really needed to get rid of this truck, though. If the guy back at the motel had been talking to the police and trying to keep them there until the cops could show up, he had no doubt he also described the truck, plus likely gave the stolen license plate number.  
 
    They had to get rid of it.  
 
    Now.  
 
    “When you get to Vegas, give me a call and I will see what strings I can pull,” Tuck finally said.  
 
    Renzo nodded even though his friend couldn’t see it. “Great, thanks. Anything you can do for me right now, though? I’m in Nebraska—I need to get rid of this ride I’m in, and take something else. How good are your contacts, huh? You always used to have a whole phone full of people that could get anything done for a price, right? Don’t tell me that’s changed, Tuck.”  
 
    His friend chuckled quietly. “Getting right to the point, huh?”  
 
    “I’m in a fucking spot, man. Don’t fault me.”  
 
    Putting it mildly, really.  
 
    “It might take me a bit,” Tuck said, “but I am sure I could pull something together. Are you good to wait, or nah?”  
 
    Renzo passed Lucia a look, but she was focused on the road ahead of them. He was grateful for her distraction. In the backseat, Diego was still sitting with his sour face firmly in place. At least, he’d stopped whining. That felt like one battle won, for now. Renzo could deal with his bad mood later.  
 
    “I will see what I can do,” Tuck muttered. “But so I know, how opposed are you to taking a bus?”  
 
    “Like a Greyhound?”  
 
    “Yeah, sure.”  
 
    Renzo wasn’t about to be fucking picky, but that wasn’t the problem he had with a bus. “I’ll need a fucking ID to get a ticket, man.” Not to mention, Lucia, too. Diego wouldn’t need one if he was traveling with them, though. “Which is something I don’t have right now.”  
 
    Tuck sucked in air through his teeth. “I might be able to pull some strings there, too. Like I said, just need some time. If I get you a ticket, can you get on the bus, Ren?”  
 
    “Yeah, man.”  
 
    “Okay, I’ll call you back when I get one—”  
 
    “Three,” Renzo said quickly. “I need three tickets.”  
 
    Tuck whistled low under his breath. “Jesus, what are you doing, man?”  
 
    Renzo could only laugh. “Right now, trying to get to Vegas.”  
 
    “What did you leave behind, then?”  
 
    “Maybe it’s better you don’t know, Tuck.”  
 
    His friend made a noise, but finally muttered, “Yeah, probably not. Listen, we’ll talk more when you get here, and get some shit settled. Hang tight, stay out of trouble for a bit, and I will get you tickets for that bus.”  
 
    Great.  
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    A quick goodbye later, and Renzo was staring at the blank phone in his hands. Lucia was still quiet in the driver’s seat, so he decided to be the first to break the silence.  
 
    “We’ll get it figured out,” he said.  
 
    She passed him a look. “Will we?”  
 
    Well, they didn’t really have a choice, did they?  
 
    It was this, or go back.  
 
    And he wasn’t fucking going back.  
 
    Not now.  
 
    “Tuck will get us what we need,” Renzo said.  
 
    Lucia looked his way. “Interesting name.”  
 
    “His name is Tucker—everybody always called him Tuck, though.”  
 
    “Huh.”  
 
    Yeah, that was one way to describe Tuck.  
 
    A simple huh.  
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    Renzo managed to keep a hold on their bags as he hailed a cab at the same time. The noise of the Greyhound station made Diego press tighter against the back of Lucia’s legs. His small arms wrapped around her knees, and he was determined not to let go. Lucia might have laughed if she wasn’t so damn tired. She understood the boy’s desire to hide away from the noise. She wanted to do the exact same thing.  
 
    She had never traveled on a Greyhound bus before, and if she could help it, she wouldn’t use another one again. Cramped, hot, and uncomfortable, it just wasn’t for her. She swore people didn’t understand the concept of personal space, either.  
 
    “It’s all right,” Lucia said, reaching back to pat Diego on the top of his head when he squeezed her legs tighter. “We’ll be somewhere quiet soon.”  
 
    Hopefully somewhere with a shower, bed, and food. All things they needed to feel like real, live humans. And despite how tired she was, Lucia couldn’t help but feel relieved as she watched the sign across the street light up in bright colors—making a rainbow-like streak of prisms shoot up into the inky sky. She only had to glance down the street to see the same thing over and over again. Bright signs. Huge buildings crawling up toward the sky.  
 
    They couldn’t see the stars in Vegas, either.  
 
    But they were here.  
 
    Really here.  
 
    That one thing they thought might not happen had finally come true. Here they were.  
 
    “That’s a sweet sight.”  
 
    The voice that came far too close to Lucia’s right gained her attention. She turned to find a white-haired lady with a face weathered from years gone past and a life well lived smiling down at Diego who was still holding tight to Lucia’s legs. The older woman gave Lucia a smile, too.  
 
    “Your son is very well behaved,” the woman told her. “And loves his mom, like all good boys, it seems.”  
 
    Lucia laughed. “Thank you, but—”  
 
    She was about to say Diego wasn’t her son, but she didn’t get the chance. Finally, Renzo caught the attention of the cabs driving past the stopping lane. One pulled in quick, and Renzo stepped forward to open the back door. With a nod in her direction, he helped her to get everything in the back of the car before she scooped Diego up, and sat in the back with him. Renzo slipped in with them in the back, muttering an address to the driver who barely even spoke to them except to wave a card reader, if they needed it.  
 
    They had been driving down unfamiliar streets with lights that were bright enough to make a person think it was daytime when Renzo spoke for the first time.  
 
    “We’re going to meet up with my friend first, see what he has for us, and then we’ll get everything else figured out from there,” he said.  
 
    Lucia nodded. “Okay.”  
 
    She had a lot of questions even though she chose to keep them quiet. Like who exactly was this friend, how did Renzo know him, and could they trust him? What was going to happen now that they were here?  
 
    Instead of asking those things, she simply kept quiet. She trusted Renzo, and that’s what mattered. Nothing else factored into it at all if they had a place to sleep, the ability to take care of Diego, and food to eat. The rest, they would figure out in due time.  
 
    “Just keep Diego close when we get there,” Renzo said, passing her a look. “And stay quiet until everything is figured out. I didn’t explain very much about … all of it.”  
 
    “What would have happened if you did explain it all?”  
 
    Renzo arched a brow, and turned to watch the scenery pass them by again. “I’m not interested in finding out.”  
 
    Yeah.  
 
    She figured.  
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    “Here to see Tucker,” Renzo said to the guy manning the door of a small restaurant that was as empty on the outside as it was on the inside. She suspected the place was closed, but that seemed strange considering Vegas never closed anything at night. It was the city that never slept, after all.  “He’s expecting me—Renzo.”  
 
    As big as a barrel, the guy narrowed his gaze on Renzo, and then at the people standing right behind him. Lucia and Diego. She shifted in her jogging shoes, holding a little bit tighter to Diego as the man looked him over as well. It took Renzo clearing his throat to bring the man’s stare back to him.  
 
    “Well?”  
 
    Stepping aside to open the door, the man replied, “Tuck’s in the back working. He’s got shipments coming in tonight, so mind your fucking business when you’re in there, huh?”  
 
    Renzo nodded, and passed a look back at Lucia. “Understood.”  
 
    “Good. Follow the back hall as far as it can go, and then turn right. You’ll hear Tuck talking by then; follow his voice.”  
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    Renzo gestured at Lucia to follow him, and she stayed close at his back as they stepped into the business. Despite the main floor of the restaurant being dark, the back hallway was lit up. Once they neared the end, they didn’t even have to turn right before they could hear a man’s voice traveling over the rustle of … something.  
 
    “Three kilos in that, then?”  
 
    “S’what the boss said, Tuck.”  
 
    “Good. Bring in the rest from the back while I mark this shit down. And be fucking quick about it. I’ve got other business to handle tonight, and I do not want to be sitting here all damn night with you.”  
 
    “Got it.”  
 
    Without saying anything to Lucia at all, Renzo nodded at her over his shoulder—she understood the action well enough. A silent request for her to stay back in the hallway while he went forward without her. She didn’t mind staying where she was with a sleeping Diego in her arms, even if the four-year-old was starting to get a little heavy in her arms. The kid really needed to sleep because as it was, he’d already been up for way too long.  
 
    Renzo headed further down the hall, and stopped in the doorway of what she suspected was a back room of some sort. It must have had a door that led out to the back because she could hear the heavy clang of it closing.  
 
    “Renzo,” the voice from earlier greeted. “Look at you, man. Damn, it’s been a minute, huh?”  
 
    “Tuck.”  
 
    All Lucia could see from her position was Renzo’s back, and the shadow moving closer to him. She was surprised to find the guy that came to stand in front of Renzo looked no older than he did, and if he was, it might only be by a couple of years. She hadn’t known what to expect from this Tuck person, but the dark-eyed, blond-haired man wasn’t what she pictured in her mind, either. Maybe she figured he would be older … or something. An angular face, sharp eyes, and lips pulled in a smirk, he didn’t exactly seem friendly to Lucia, but she didn’t really feel settled in his presence, either.  
 
    But what did she know?  
 
    She hadn’t even spoken to the man before.  
 
    The two shook hands before Tuck pulled Renzo in with for a quick one-armed hug, and a pat on the shoulder. It was only then that Tuck also seemed to notice Lucia hanging back in the hallway with Diego. The man’s gaze drifted over her, and slowed on her face. She thought he had a flash of recognition in his eyes, but she couldn’t be sure.  
 
    There wasn’t any way he knew her. There was nothing about him that seemed familiar to her, as far as that went. She couldn’t place his unique features, and his name—Tucker—didn’t ring any bells for her, either.  
 
    “Just so you know,” Tuck said to Renzo, dragging his gaze away from Lucia, “everything is going to have a price here, man.”  
 
    Renzo shrugged his shoulders—indifferent and calm. Lucia appreciated that he managed to stay unbothered on the outside even when she knew he was terribly bothered on the inside. It was a lesson to his strength, really. Even if he didn’t realize it.  
 
    “I figured,” Renzo said. “Like everywhere in this fucking life, right?”  
 
    Tuck laughed. “You got that right. So what are you gonna need, huh? Give me a list so I can get to work on it, Ren.”  
 
    Renzo glanced over his shoulder at Lucia and Diego, but when the sound of that door opening and closing resounded again, his attention drifted back to the room. Tucker gave him a look, and waved the clipboard in his hand in explanation.  
 
    “Just a sec,” he muttered.  
 
    Lucia could see just the edge of Tucker’s shadow as he moved to the side to deal with whatever had been brought into the back of the restaurant. The sound of something being ripped echoed out from the room before a low whistle cut through the space.  
 
    “Damn, that kush is fucking pretty,” Tucker said. “Look at those colors, huh? What do you think of that, Ren?”  
 
    “Looks like a good smoke.”  
 
    Lucia blinked, realizing what the guy had been talking about earlier now. The business Tucker was doing in the back was not for the restaurant at all, but rather … drugs. He was bringing in a shipment of drugs, and doing an inventory on what he had. She wasn’t sure if that made him a drug dealer, or … did he work for one?  
 
    Clearly, now was not the time to ask for details.  
 
    “Well, do you have that list for me, or what?” Tucker asked.  
 
    “I can wait until you’re done,” Renzo replied.  
 
    “I’m not a fucking fool. I can multitask. Speak, I’m listening.”  
 
    “You always were a shit.”  
 
    Tucker’s laughter rumbled down the hall. “It’s done good things for me.”  
 
    “Looks like it.”  
 
    “The list, Ren. I don’t have all night.”  
 
    “Immediate things are obvious shit—place to stay, a vehicle, phones, IDs, and if you’ve got something for me to do, let me know.”  
 
    Like a job, Lucia realized.  
 
    She still kept quiet.  
 
    “A place is easy enough,” Tucker mumbled. “It’s Vegas, man. Look around, there are hundreds of hotels to choose from until you find a reasonable place, or get good cash flow coming in. You know?”  
 
    “Or just break into any one of the many empty houses in the ‘burbs,” a new voice said. “Squatters rule in Vegas, man. They take over a house on the market, and it’s almost fucking impossible to get them out of it.”  
 
    “That’s true, too,” Tucker added.  
 
    Renzo didn’t reply to that. “And the vehicle?”  
 
    “I’ve got a couple a few blocks away. They’re hot, but the plates are changed, and they’ve been resprayed, so I don’t think that’ll be a problem. It will cost you to take one. Every day you take one.”  
 
    “How much?”  
 
    “Hundred a day, say.”  
 
    Renzo made a noise in the back of his throat. “And the rest?”  
 
    “Give me a couple of days. I’ll get you what you need. You said phones and IDs. Meaning, you want one for that girl hiding in the hallway too, huh?”  
 
    Lucia didn’t miss the way Renzo’s back stiffened. “It’s me asking, but yes, for her, too.”  
 
    “Wanna explain to me why you’ve got a whole little fam—”  
 
    “No.”  
 
    Tucker made a harsh noise. “That could be problematic.”  
 
    “Not if it’s me you’re dealing with, right?”  
 
    “Doesn’t work that way in this life, Ren.”  
 
    What were they even talking about? Lucia felt like she was entirely out of the loop, but that wasn’t anything new, really.  
 
    Then, Tucker came back into view of the doorway. She didn’t miss the way his gaze drifted to her, but barely passed the sleeping Diego in her arms any attention at all. Yeah, he definitely looked like he recognized her.  
 
    All over again, she felt that same sense of discomfort as the guy watched her. There wasn’t any reason for her anxiety. He’d not given her a reason to feel unsteady, but there it was. What she wanted to do the very most right then was get the hell out of there. Like Renzo could sense Lucia’s discomfort without her even needing to say a word, and without him having looked at her over his shoulder, he inched sideways just enough to block Tucker’s view of her.  
 
    “I appreciate the help, Tuck. You know that. Where are these cars, then?”  
 
    Lucia was glad to have the man’s gaze off her.  
 
    She still just wanted to leave.  
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    Lucia’s eyes widened as the garage door was lifted to showcase the vehicles safely stored inside. At least three of the vehicles had emblems on the front of them that guaranteed the vehicles cost six-figures, at least.  
 
    “I thought he said there were a couple of cars,” Lucia said quietly to Renzo. “There’s like ten in here.”  
 
    Renzo chuckled. “Maybe ten is a couple to Tuck now, I don’t know.”  
 
    They kept their conversation quiet so that the man—the same one who had been manning the door of the restaurant—wouldn’t hear them. He lingered a little too close as it was, only a few feet behind them as they looked over the vehicles to decide which one they wanted to take.  
 
    “Nothing too flashy,” Lucia told Renzo as he eyed a particular Corvette. “That draws attention, and we’re trying not to do that, remember?”  
 
    He grinned at her from the side. “Gutting me, Lucia.”  
 
    She just winked.  
 
    It might not be the right time for their playful banter, but she couldn’t help it when it came to Renzo. Things were falling into place, it seemed. It was good. Surely, they could enjoy it for a moment.  
 
    “I like that one,” Diego said softly as he tugged on Lucia’s hand to gain her attention. He’d finally woken up on the drive over, and it seemed like that nap did wonders for his mood. He was no longer afraid of all the noise and the bright lights. Instead, it seemed like he couldn’t get enough of it all. “That one there, Lucia.”  
 
    Diego pointed at a black Camaro.  
 
    She gave Renzo a look.  
 
    He just laughed.  
 
    “Kid has good taste,” Renzo said like that explained it all.  
 
    And maybe it did.  
 
    Who was she to say?  
 
    “Any car is fine,” the guy behind Lucia said. “Pick one; I have all the keys.”  
 
    Renzo nodded. “The Camaro will do.”  
 
    “And where are we sleeping?” Lucia asked.  
 
    Because now, that felt far more important to her than a car did. They could get a fucking cab anywhere. Take a bus, or something. But where were they going to sleep?  
 
    “We’ll grab a hotel,” Renzo said absently, gesturing for Diego to come closer to the car.  
 
    Diego left Lucia’s side at the same time the man threw a pair of keys across the garage. Renzo caught them easily enough, and hit the unlock button the fob. The car lit up on all four corners.  
 
    She said nothing flashy.  
 
    Sure, the Camaro might not be as flashy as some of the other vehicles in the garage, but it was still going to turn some heads. She still didn’t think that was a good thing, but she also didn’t want to ruin the moment for Diego who looked like he was having the time of his life as he climbed into the front seat of the Camaro to check it out.  
 
    But with them settled on a car, the guy who had brought them seemed ready to leave them be. He stepped away from the garage and pulled a phone out of his pocket. With his attention elsewhere, and Diego distracted by the car, Lucia could focus on Renzo.  
 
    “Were they serious?” she asked.  
 
    Renzo reached out and slid his palm along hers before weaving their fingers tightly together. He tugged her closer to his side until she was tucked into him. Her favorite place to be, really, but that didn’t change the shit on her mind.  
 
    “Serious about what?”  
 
    “Squatting,” she muttered.  
 
    Renzo let out a dry laugh. “Yeah, probably.”  
 
    “We’re not—”  
 
    He dropped a kiss to her forehead which quieted her. “I said we’re going to get a hotel, didn’t I?”  
 
    “Yeah, but hotels cost money. What about when we run out of money, Ren?”  
 
    “Guess we’ll figure that out when it happens, Lucia.”  
 
    How simple that sounded.  
 
    She knew it wouldn’t be simple at all.  
 
    Silently, Renzo’s hand tightened on her waist before he turned Lucia so that the two of them were facing one another. Like this, tucked in close to his chest with his hands tight on her body, there was nothing else for Lucia to see or worry about. Just him, and them. They were together, and the rest of the world faded away when she had russet-colored eyes locked on her. The way it should be, she thought. The way she always wanted it to be, no matter what.  
 
    “I got us here, right?” he asked.  
 
    Lucia nodded.  
 
    Renzo smiled sexily. “Exactly. I got us here, and we’re getting what we need. That’s the important bit. The rest, I will handle as it comes up. That’s not the kind of shit I want you to worry about, all right? You are what you need to worry about, baby. That’s all you need to ever think about, Lucia. Being where you want to be, and doing what you want to do.”  
 
    “I want to be with you. I want you.”  
 
    “Then worry about that. Let me take care of the rest.”  
 
    Yeah, she heard what he didn’t say.  
 
    Let me take care of you.  
 
    And she would take care of him.  
 
    That’s just how this love thing worked. Even if he didn’t realize it yet.  
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    “It’s quiet, though, that probably helped,” Lucia told him.  
 
    Renzo gave her a shrug. “The hotel isn’t bad. I’m sure you’ve seen better ones in your lifetime.”  
 
    That comment had Lucia quieting beside him on the loveseat. Renzo glanced over to find her pretty face had lost her usual, soft smile. Instead, she just looked like a blank piece of paper.  
 
    “What?” he asked.  
 
    “Are you ever going to stop throwing that in my face?”  
 
    Renzo blinked. “Throwing what—”  
 
    “The fact I grew up with money.”  
 
    It took Renzo entirely too long to answer, and maybe that was partly because he didn’t know how to answer. Was she right? Did he constantly throw that in her face without realizing or meaning to do it? His memories flashed through their conversations since they had met, and he couldn’t deny the fact that yes, he did bring it up.  
 
    Probably one too many times.  
 
    “Lucia—”  
 
    “You don’t need to throw it in my face. And this place is fine. Stop worrying about what I think when it comes to money, what you have, or what you don’t. That’s never mattered to me. Haven’t you figured that out yet?”  
 
    The sharpness of her tone told him it was likely this conversation could turn into a fight. That was not at all what he wanted to be doing with Lucia.  
 
    She didn’t give him a chance to respond, though. Instead, she stood from the loveseat, and headed for a sleeping Diego on the pullout couch. Still, he felt like an ass, so he murmured, “I didn’t mean anything. I’m sorry.”  
 
    That smile was back in a blink. “It’s okay, Ren.”  
 
    She taught him something, then. Sometimes, all it took was a simple apology to make things right. Even if pride was a horrible bitch, simply saying sorry could make all the difference. And he’d try damn hard not to throw that shit in her face again, meaning to or not. She didn’t deserve that from him.  
 
    Renzo grinned at the way Lucia tried to quietly creep over Diego’s sleeping form as the cartoon on the hotel’s television continued to flicker with the rest of the show. She quickly grabbed a couple of wrappers and an empty bag of chips tucked into Diego’s side. Standing straight, she raised her arms high to show the items as if to silently say, Ha, I did it.  
 
    A chuckle escaped his lips, but the second Diego shifted on the couch, Renzo went quiet and still all over again. The kid needed to sleep, but he’d fought every second of it once they checked into the hotel. Maybe it was his excitement at all the new things surrounding him, or just the fact that he wanted to explore the hotel room. Who knew?  
 
    But Lucia managed to convince Diego to watch one of his favorite cartoons on the television while laying down on the pullout couch, which then led him to cover up with a blanket while he shoved junk food in his mouth. They’d been sitting on the loveseat discussing plans for the next day, turned to check on Diego, and found he was already out.  
 
    Hopefully, for the night.  
 
    Although, Renzo didn’t know what was so interesting to the kid about the hotel room. There wasn’t very much to see. Sure, it was clean, the carpet wasn’t two decades old, there was a single bedroom and a bathroom separated from the rest of the space. Plus a small sitting area, kitchenette, and a little veranda. A few framed photos of different spots in Vegas and Nevada acted as artwork for the walls, and the curtains on the windows were dark enough to keep the lights from signs out while they slept.  
 
    It would do the job.  
 
    It wasn’t much to look at.  
 
    It was still expensive at three-hundred a damn night, though.  
 
    “Get over here,” Renzo said, chuckling softly. “Before you wake him up again.”  
 
    Lucia stuck out her tongue at him. “Right, I’m the one that wakes him up. It’s not like he just hears your voice, and boom, he’s up for hours.”  
 
    Yeah, that was fair.  
 
    Not that he was going to admit it.  
 
    The second Lucia had dropped the garbage in the small trash bin, and was close enough for Renzo to reach out and grab her, he did just that. It felt like over the last couple of days, this woman was constantly too far away from him for too many reasons. He didn’t get to hold her, smell her, or even fucking kiss her nearly as much as he wanted to.  
 
    But here they were.  
 
    In Vegas.  
 
    Shit was better—it was finally coming together. And the only thing he really wanted to do in that second was celebrate with Lucia. Quietly, sure. They didn’t need to wake up Diego. But he knew everything would feel better the second he got her close. Nothing and no one could drag him out of the haze that Lucia put him in every time he was touching her.  
 
    Sliding his hands up under her jaw, he tipped her head back so the two of them were staring at one another. Under the dimmed lights of the room, her hazel gaze glittered. The sudden urge that swept through him was unexplainable and undeniable. Like a rope had suddenly been tied around his neck, and then yanked to draw him closer. His mouth dropped to hers, and she met his kiss with a smile. That little grin of hers turned sinful when a kiss just wasn’t enough to satisfy either of them. Her tongue stuck out against the seam of his lips, and it felt like war.  
 
    Everything was second nature, then. Walking her back to the bedroom, never once breaking their kiss the whole way, and then slamming the door shut behind them. Lifting her up so she could wrap her legs around his waist before he dropped her to the bed, and went down with her just as fast.  
 
    She arched up from the bed when he fisted her shirt and yanked to hold it taut. Like she was suspended over the bed, waiting for his next move. On his knees, hovering above her, he couldn’t help but just watch her. There was something about Lucia when she was like this that he found most fascinating. How her pupils blew wide, and her lips parted just a little. Soft, tanned skin that begged to be touched and tasted by him. Wavy hair spilling down to the bed. Like a perfect, sexy angel frozen there waiting for him to just do something.  
 
    “God, I love you,” he murmured.  
 
    Lucia blinked, and a slow smile spread over those pink lips of hers. “Do you?”  
 
    “Way too much.”  
 
    He’d proven that time and time again, hadn’t he? He loved her crazy. Loved her enough to do all the crazy things for her. This love between them wasn’t easy to understand or make sense of, really. This love might ruin them, but strangely, that was the thing that scared him the least when it came to this woman.  
 
    “I love you, Ren,” Lucia whispered. “But I think I might love you more if you got me naked, and loved me while you fucked me senseless, too, you know.”  
 
    He chuckled. “Demanding girl.”  
 
    “But you like it.”  
 
    He did.  
 
    He liked that too much, too.  
 
    Lucia’s hand came up, and her fingertips grazed his lips before drifting over the line of his jaw, too. And then she dragged those fingernails of hers down his throat. Hard enough to leave red lines behind, he was sure of it. The sting was enough to make him hiss, but fuck him if it didn’t make his cock hard enough to damn near punch through the zipper of his jeans, too. He was all too aware of the way his heart made the shaft of his dick pulse with each beat.  
 
    “So fuck me,” she breathed.  
 
    How was he supposed to refuse?  
 
    Renzo let go of her shirt, then, but only to tug his own off, too. She fell back to the bed, but he went with her as soon as he got his pants pulled down, and kicked away. Tugging clothing from her body with rough hands only made her laugh at his impatience. A sexy, high laugh that echoed in the quiet room, and reminded him of the kid in the next room that he really didn’t want to wake up. He slammed his hand over her mouth as she kicked off her pants, the final piece of clothing on her body except the panties covering her pretty pussy.  
 
    Fucking hell.  
 
    He wanted a taste of that, too.  
 
    More than she could possibly know.  
 
    Lucia bit the tips of his fingers, making Renzo cuss low as he pulled his hand away from her mouth. It seemed like she had her own tricks to play on him, really. His momentary distraction was enough for her to grab him by the arms, and pull him to the bed. In the next breath, she had them both flipped over on the bed so that she was straddling him in those black, cotton panties. Her tits caught his attention first as he looked up at her—perky and just big enough to fill his hands.  
 
    He stroked her taut nipples between his thumb and forefingers as she ground her hips in circles on his length. Around and around and around until a low, rumbling groan forced its way between his lips. He tipped his head back to the pillow, enjoying the way she felt while she teased him just a little too much.  
 
    Then, she was slipping down his body. Like a cat with claws already out and ready to drag down his body, her mouth trailed over his chest and across his stomach while her fingernails scored hot lines into his skin. He hissed from her fingernails, but moaned when she freed his cock from the confines of his boxer-briefs, and the head of his cock found the warm wetness of her mouth.  
 
    Her palms tightened at the base of his length, and her mouth sucked his tip while her tongue swirled teasing circles against sensitive flesh. He loved the way she moaned with his dick in her mouth—how the vibrations hammered through his cock, and straight down into his balls. He needed something to steady himself; something to make him feel like he had a little bit of control here because she couldn’t have it all.  
 
    He’d explode.  
 
    “Fuck, yeah, suck me like that,” Renzo grunted.  
 
    His hands found the strands of her hair. He used one to gather the curtain her hair made, blocking his view, and piled it on the top of her head so he could see what she was doing to him. Burning hazel slammed into his gaze, and he cursed at the sight of his thick cock stretching her mouth open. The way her saliva slicked up his dick every time her head bobbed. She grinned, her lips pulled back just enough to flash her white teeth before she dragged them over his length.  
 
    “Shit,” he choked.  
 
    God, yeah.  
 
    She was going to kill him.  
 
    “Easy, Lucia,” he warned.  
 
    She just did it again.  
 
    Goddamn tease.  
 
    Using his free hand, he wrapped his arm around her waist, grabbed tight, and yanked her sideways to get better access to her body. She was just close enough now that he could fit his hand between her thighs. There, he found her slick and hot against his fingertips. Her body shuddered the second his fingers slid along the seam of her sex.  
 
    Dripping, really.  
 
    Damn, she was wet.  
 
    “Does that get you hot?” he asked, sliding two fingers into her clenching pussy. “Sucking my dick—does it get you wet, babe?”  
 
    He didn’t need her to answer.  
 
    Not when he could see it in her eyes.  
 
    Yes, it absolutely did.  
 
    If anything, his fingers fucking her while she sucked his dick only spurred her on. The harder he fucked her with his fingers, the tighter she sucked on his cock. Lost in the sensation of her tongue dragging along the pulsing vein in his shaft and the sounds of his fingers sliding in and out of her sex, he didn’t feel the orgasm coming until it was almost too late to stop it.  
 
    “Jesus Christ,” he mumbled, yanking her off his cock before he blew his load way too early.  
 
    Lucia, wide-eyed and wet-lipped, barely managed to catch herself with her hands when he flipped her over on the bed. He pulled her to the very edge as he stepped off, widening her thighs while his fingers dug into her slicked skin. Because fuck yeah, she was wet enough that just his little bit of playing with her pussy had made her thighs glisten with her juices.  
 
    He heard her gasp when he bent down to lick along her inner thigh—he still wanted that taste, after all. His knuckles grazed her sex at the same time, and she let out a louder sound.  
 
    “Can’t have that,” Renzo said, plucking those panties up from the floor that he’d discarded from her body earlier. “Can’t wake Diego up, Lucia.”  
 
    She peered over her shoulder at him, and her gaze darkened at the item he held. “Oh, my God.”  
 
    “Open up.”  
 
    Lucia grinned. “Seriously?”  
 
    “Can you keep quiet?”  
 
    “Yeah, probably not.”  
 
    Sweetly, she opened her mouth and let him stuff those black panties in. Fuck, he swore nothing looked better than her on her knees with her ass wide, her pussy on display while she watched him over her shoulder, and had panties gagging her quiet. His control was entirely gone, then. The only thing he really cared to think about was getting himself buried as deep into her pussy as he could. He did just that, too. Grabbed her waist with one hand, he lined up his cock against the soft flesh of her sex with the other.  
 
    All it took was one hard flex, and he was flying again.  
 
    Too close to coming again.  
 
    Barely able to breathe again.  
 
    There was something about Lucia’s pussy that could put him on his knees. She tightened around his length as he stretched her open, and worked his cock in until he couldn’t see anything but their bodies tight together when he looked down. Using the tip of his thumb, he dragged it around her sex, stretching those sensitive tissues a little more and loving the way her pussy hugged him tighter because of it.  
 
    Those moans of hers were quieter now.  
 
    They weren’t silent, though.  
 
    Pulling out, he slammed right back in again. Her knees slipped on the bed, but he already had an arm around her waist to keep her up. He couldn’t seem to fuck her hard enough, then. Like he couldn’t pound into her fast enough to satisfy the dark urge clawing at his insides. All the while, she watched him over her shoulder.  
 
    Lips curved around those black panties. Hair a wild mess. Eyes glittering.  
 
    Goddamn.  
 
    She looked good under him.  
 
    She always looked good like this.  
 
    He kept that pace up, and felt her hand slip between her thighs at the same time. Her hand worked at her clit while he pinned her to the bed by grabbing the back of her neck, and pushing the upper half of her body into the mattress.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    “I want you to come,” he said, surprised at how hoarse his voice sounded.  
 
    Like he was aching from the inside.  
 
    Because he was.  
 
    He wanted her to come.  
 
    Because he needed to come.  
 
    The only time her gaze left his was when she did finally let go. He felt her back tense, and her hand between her thighs froze. He knew it in the way her pussy clenched even harder around him, and her eyes screwed shut before her teeth bared around those panties. She came hard—shaking and whining. He came harder, leaving streaks of come across her back when he pulled out just in time.  
 
    He’d been wrong before. She looked even better spread out on the bed under him with his semen painted on her skin.  
 
    She looked like sin, and his.  
 
    Nothing was better than that.  
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    “Grab the door, Ren!” Lucia shouted from the bathroom where she was currently brushing Diego’s teeth. “It’s probably the lunch we ordered.”  
 
    Hopefully.  
 
    He was fucking starved.  
 
    Renzo scooped up Diego’s handful of cars—he’d gotten to pick one toy when they went shopping, and of course, picked a pack of small cars—and tossed them into a pile by the side of the couch. He didn’t even bother to check in the peephole before grabbing hold of the door, and swinging it open. The guy waiting on the other side with a paper bag in hand was definitely not the food they’d ordered for lunch.  
 
    Maybe it was the way the guy carried himself, the aviator shades covering his eyes, or the leather jacket molded to his chest, but he just didn’t scream delivery man. He also wasn’t recognizable to Renzo, which was a problem. He didn’t fucking trust anyone lately.  
 
    “What can I do for you?” Renzo asked.  
 
    “You Renzo?”  
 
    Renzo arched a brow. “Depends on who is asking.”  
 
    The man grunted in the hallway, shoved his aviators high on his head, and glanced down the empty hallway. “Tuck sent me, actually. Are you gonna make me stand out here in the hallway all afternoon, or what?”  
 
    Well, in that case …  
 
    Renzo stepped back, and widened the door. Opening one arm as if to invite the man in, he asked, “Do you have a name?”  
 
    “Not for you.”  
 
    Jesus.  
 
    Just who was Tuck messing around with in Vegas, anyway? Renzo had to push that question out of his mind because he couldn’t afford to know. If this guy had the shit he needed to move a little easier and breathe a little freer, then nothing else mattered.  
 
    The guy headed for the table in the small kitchenette area of the room, and dropped the paper bag down uncaringly. By the time Renzo joined him at the table, he’d already pulled out the items from the bag. Two sleek, black burner phones with cards to activate them. Two IDs.  
 
    Renzo picked up the one ID, and looked it over. The brunette on the front looked nothing like Lucia, but if she flashed it fast enough and someone didn’t really care to look at anything else but the birthdate stamped on the front, then they would be fine. Frankly, the ID that had been brought along for him wasn’t in better shape. The guy in the picture didn’t even have the same hair color as he did, and he was at least three inches too short according to the height listed. But again, it wouldn’t matter, if no one paid too close attention to the ID when it was flashed.  
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Renzo watched Lucia direct a towel-wrapped Diego through the main section and into the bedroom. She shot him a look—a silent, you good?—but he only nodded back in response. She didn’t need to get involved in his business with Tucker. The more he could keep her away from while they were in Vegas, the better he figured it would be for both of them.  
 
    “Well, there you are,” the guy muttered, bringing Renzo’s attention back to the task at hand. “That’s what you asked for, isn’t it?”  
 
    Renzo nodded, and packed the items away in the brown paper bag once more. “It is. Let Tuck know I appreciate it.”  
 
    “Can let him know that yourself when he calls one of those two phones. He’s gonna have a job for you to do—payback for all of this, if you will,” the guy said, gesturing at the bag.  
 
    Payback?  
 
    Renzo didn’t think so.  
 
    He wasn’t doing shit for free.  
 
    “I already paid him for the phones and IDs,” Renzo pointed out.  
 
    The man grinned, but it wasn’t warm at all. In fact, it came off as entirely cold and almost a little patronizing when he nodded, saying, “Yeah, that’s not really how Tuck works. Money is a given, but he likes to make sure you really appreciate his willingness to … take care of you, so to speak.”  
 
    “Is that so?”  
 
    “The cost is always doubled with Tuck.”  
 
    Renzo’s jaw tightened with anger, but he managed to keep it in. It seemed that Tuck hadn’t changed all that much since he left New York. He was still a fucking prick at the highest level when he wanted to be. Besides, there wasn’t very much he could do either way. He didn’t need problems here, too. Not when they just arrived.  
 
    “Fine,” Renzo said.  
 
    The guy smiled in that cold way again. “Good. Tuck will call. And when you go for the job, just bring you. No one else. Got it, New York?”  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    “Yeah, I got it.”  
 
    Didn’t mean he liked it, though.  
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    “What did he mean?”  
 
    Renzo just finished activating the phone Lucia picked between the two—although she was aware Tuck might call either number—and handed it over. She took it, but still looked at him expectantly, clearly waiting for him to answer her question. “About what?”  
 
    “That you owe twice … or whatever.”  
 
    Shaking his head, Renzo muttered, “Nothing, that’s just Tuck being a fuck, that’s all. He was that way in New York, too. Always liked to have something to hold over someone else, in a way. I guess that’s just how he always made sure someone else owed him, and not the other way around. I’ll handle this job, and then he’ll be happy.”  
 
    “Except you asked if he had any other work for you, too. So, it’s not really going to be over,” Lucia pointed out. “Because you still might be doing work for him.”  
 
    Renzo chuckled, and leaned over to press a kiss to the top of Lucia’s head. She really was too smart for her own good. Quick as a whip, maybe. Nothing was getting past her. She grinned up at him like she could read his mind, and winked.  
 
    “Doing work for him and getting paid isn’t the same thing,” he murmured against her hair. “It’s kind of equal footing, then. It’s when you owe Tuck something that it can be a problem.”  
 
    Lucia said nothing, and Renzo was grateful. He tapped the phone in her hands.  
 
    “Someone you wanna call?”  
 
    For a long while, she stared at the blank screen of the phone, clearly thinking his question over. He let her have her moment. He wouldn’t blame her if she did want to call her family. For the most part, the phones would be safe. They couldn’t be tracked if they didn’t stay on them too long, and since they were picked up at basically any convenience store, including the activation cards, that made it twice as hard to track them. Cheap as fuck, easily disposable and replaceable … yeah, it was mostly safe for her to call.  
 
    But did she want to?  
 
    That was the real question.  
 
    “Not really,” Lucia finally said. “Not yet, anyway.”  
 
    Renzo nodded. “All right. I need to call Rose.”  
 
    Lucia didn’t even question him on that. He hadn’t said much about Rose since they took off, but his sister wasn’t very far from his mind. Sure, Renzo had got her set up for a few months just in case. All those threats from Lucian Marcello had basically guaranteed Renzo would make sure his sister was fine even if he wasn’t. At least, for a while. But that didn’t mean his sister wouldn’t be worried as he hadn’t shown up to see her like he did twice a damn week typically. And if she headed down to the Bronx to find him, then she had no doubt gotten the news that he took off with Diego.  
 
    At the very least, he owed his sister a call.  
 
    Diego came out of the bedroom with a handful of cars. “Lucia, come see what I made!”  
 
    Renzo was grateful for the privacy when Lucia slipped into the bedroom with his little brother. Turning the phone on, he dialed a familiar number, and put it to his ear. It took three rings before a familiar voice filled the speaker.  
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    “Rose …” Renzo cleared his throat. “It’s Ren.”  
 
    A beat of silence passed, and then two. He waited his sister’s confusion out.  
 
    “Ren?”  
 
    “Yeah, Rose. Hey.”  
 
    “Oh my fucking God, where have you been?”  
 
    Renzo had to pull the phone away just to save his eardrums from the volume of his sister’s voice. He listened to her shriek at him even though the phone wasn’t anywhere near his head. He could still hear her crystal clear. It might be funny if it wasn’t so fucking sad, in a way. Finally, he put the phone back to his ear when he figured his sister had calmed down enough.  
 
    “Some shit happened,” he started to say.  
 
    “I saw Ma,” Rose replied just as fast. “She came around bitching about you—saying you hurt her, and took Diego.”  
 
    Renzo stared hard at the window. “Neither of those things are untrue.”  
 
    Rose sucked in a sharp breath. “But what happened?”  
 
    “A lot of shit,” Renzo muttered, “and all that’s important is that she threatened to take Diego away from me, and I couldn’t let her do that. I’m sorry I worried you—that I didn’t call when I left, or sooner than now. We’re fine, I promise. Once I get some shit straightened out, I will wire you whatever you need to get you through, okay?”  
 
    “I don’t give a shit about money, Ren! I care about you.”  
 
    “Hey, everything okay?”  
 
    Renzo glanced over his shoulder to see Lucia leaning out of the bedroom doorway. Little Diego poked his head out by her legs, too. He nodded. “Everything is fine, Lucia.”  
 
    She nodded, and headed back in the room.  
 
    “She’s there, too?” his sister asked.  
 
    Renzo chuckled. “Yeah, she’s here, too.”  
 
    Rose made a noise under her breath. “God, you scared the shit out of me, Ren.”  
 
    “Sorry.”  
 
    That’s all he could do.  
 
    Keep saying sorry.  
 
    “Well, where are you?”  
 
    Renzo watched the bright lights out the window. Despite it being daylight, Vegas remained lit up like fucking Fort Knox, it seemed. “That’s not important right now, all right? I just wanted to make sure you were good, that you knew we were good too, and that you knew I would take care of whatever you needed once I got—”  
 
    “I told you—”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah. You don’t care about the fucking money. But I do. I care that you’re able to keep going to school, and doing something with yourself, okay? That’s the end of it.”  
 
    Rose sighed heavily. “Well … could I talk to Diego?”  
 
    Renzo laughed. “He’d love that, Rose.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    SEVEN 
 
      
 
    It was the shifting on the bed that made Lucia’s eyes fly wide. She wasn’t used to sleeping with other people, but more often than not, Diego slipped into bed with her and Renzo. She never found it strange to be tucked into Renzo’s warmth throughout the night. If anything, she slept better that way. His arms would lock tight around her waist, pull her in close, and sleep came faster than it ever had before.  
 
    But Diego had gotten into the habit of climbing directly in between them when he woke up during the night. Once he slipped under the blankets, he didn’t make another noise until the morning.  
 
    Lucia turned in the bed to find Diego had rolled over onto Renzo’s side of the bed. He’d taken three-quarters of the blankets with him, too. The sight of the kid in his Batman pajamas with his leg hooked over the mound of blankets like he was determined to keep them right there with him would have been a cute picture, if Lucia wasn’t so fucking confused about where Renzo was at the moment.  
 
    Blinking the sleep out of her eyes, Lucia rolled to her back on the bed, and listened to the hotel room. The quiet thumps from up above told her someone was still awake and walking around. The faint flickering of lights behind the dark curtains said Vegas was still alive and well. It took her a second to recognize the late time staring back at her from the bedside table where the clock rested.  
 
    3AM.  
 
    Way too fucking early.  
 
    Lucia waited another minute, waiting to see if Renzo had simply gone to the bathroom and was now making his way back to the bedroom, but she heard nothing. Convinced Diego was going to stay right where he was, she carefully got out of the bed, and went in search of Renzo. Closing the bedroom door behind her, the first thing she noticed was the fact that the patio door had been slid open a couple of inches, and left just like that.  
 
    A quick check told her Renzo wasn’t out there. Or at least, not anymore. His pack of cigarettes and lighter still rested on the patio table, safe from any possible rain under the small enclave roof overhead. It wasn’t cold outside, and if anything, leaving the door open had allowed a bit of air to circulate in the warm hotel room. Which helped to keep it at a decent temperature. Still, Lucia closed the door and the curtains, too, blocking out the bright lights of a sign across the road advertising a live show with dinner.  
 
    Turning around, Lucia finally noticed the bit of light spilling out under the crack of the bathroom door. Closed up tight, she hadn’t really paid it much mind before. There wasn’t any noise coming from the bathroom—no water running, and no clanging of items, but she had been the one to turn the light off before going to bed. So, it had to be Renzo who turned it back on.  
 
    “Ren?” Lucia asked as she came up to the door. She kept her tone quiet, still not wanting to wake Diego up. Listening for a response, she heard nothing coming from inside the bathroom. The next time she spoke, she knocked softly at the same time. “Ren, you in there?”  
 
    That time, she did hear a shuffling and a rustle of fabric behind the bathroom door. She still wasn’t worried—not really. Of all the things Lucia had come to learn about Renzo, the fact that he was not like her in a lot of ways was the most prominent. She was a talker. No matter what. If something happened that upset her, she did not withdraw into her head and deal with shit silently. She needed to talk it out to figure it out.  
 
    Renzo was different.  
 
    Silent.  
 
    Stewing.  
 
    Private.  
 
    That was how he dealt with everything. Maybe it was because his life had taught him that no one cared to hear about his problems or feelings, and he was simply better off dealing with them quietly and alone. That way, he wasn’t going to be reminded time and time again that no, he wasn’t that important to the rest of the world. He wasn’t even a blip on their radar.  
 
    And that was fine, too. Perfectly fine if that’s what he needed. At the same time, Lucia still needed Renzo to know that he didn’t need to do any of that at all when it came to her. He could talk with her, and she wasn’t ever going to dismiss him or the things he was feeling. Ever.  
 
    That’s not what people did when they loved someone else.  
 
    “Ren?”  
 
    One more soft call of his name accompanied by a gentle knock.  
 
    Finally, he answered.  
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    His gruff reply made Lucia smile. She recognized that tone—not that he was irritated or feeling way about being interrupted, but rather, he’d been sleeping. Or fucking close to it. She loved his voice the best when he was fresh off sleep. All throaty, hoarse, and deep.  
 
    Like his face buried between her thighs, it could make her shiver like nothing else. And damn, her mind had gone there quick, fast, and in a real hurry, too.  
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked, hating that there was a door between them now. “It’s three in the morning.”  
 
    “Is it?” Renzo’s words were mumbled that time, like maybe he’d scrubbed his hands down over his face as he spoke. She barely understood his words at all. “The door is open, baby.”  
 
    Lucia didn’t need to be told again. She turned the knob on the door, and pushed it open. Her gaze immediately searched out the man she wanted to see the most. Surprisingly, or maybe it wasn’t a surprise considering what he had once told her, she found him resting in the large, empty bathtub.  
 
    He wore nothing except his boxer-briefs, while the rest of his clothes rested in a pile beside the tub. Using one of his arms as a pillow, he smiled at her from the other side of the room. The sexy little grin almost came off as a little sheepish as he stretched one leg out in the bathtub, and bent his other at the knee to rest his arm over.  
 
    “You know,” she half-teased, “there is a bed in this room that you are more than welcome to use. Actually, I like you better in that bed with me.”  
 
    Renzo cleared his throat, and glanced downward. The action made his dark, long lashes fan over his cheeks, but it did nothing to hide his smile. “Oh, is that so?”  
 
    “Very much so, yeah.”  
 
    “I was going to come back to bed. Then, I went outside for a smoke, my head was full of nonsense, and I knew I was going to toss and turn until I did finally sleep again. Didn’t want to wake you or Diego up, baby. That’s all.”  
 
    Lucia’s smile softened. “There’s a couch, Ren. It pulls out into a bed, too.”  
 
    “I know.”  
 
    “And yet, you found yourself in a bathtub again.”  
 
    In fact, she could plainly see that he’d even gone as far as taking out the items in his pockets, and lining them up along the tub’s edge. A handful of change, some cash, an extra lighter he kept on hand, a herb grinder, pack of matches, and the face of a watch that he liked to use to check the time, but didn’t have a band on it. That all told her he had not simply made a decision to just come in and sleep in the bathtub, but rather, he’d taken time to relax in there and make it more comfortable for himself. How long had he been stuck inside his head in here instead of coming to wake her up?  
 
    “Just how long were you in here?”  
 
    “Since one,” he admitted.  
 
    Lucia sighed, and gave him a look.  
 
    Renzo only shrugged in response.  
 
    She hadn’t come further than where she stood in the doorway. Something about Renzo’s need to seek out familiar comfort made her feel like she was intruding, even if he didn’t give her that impression at all. She still couldn’t help but feel exactly that way.  
 
    “Lucia.”  
 
    “Hmm?”  
 
    Her head tipped up, and her gaze darted to find his. He was still looking at her the same way he had been before—unbothered, kind of tired, but entirely in love, too. Like no matter what, as long as he was looking at her, then nothing else in his world mattered. Everything was just fine because the two of them were together.  
 
    God.  
 
    More than anything she needed that to stay the same between them. Lucia could weather any storm that was thrown at her as long as Renzo kept looking at her like he was right then.  
 
    She just knew it.  
 
    “You’re too far away,” he told her simply.  
 
    Lucia laughed lightly. “I don’t want to interrupt your … time, Ren. I didn’t mean to wake you up.”  
 
    He shrugged one shoulder like it didn’t matter to him at all. And you know what, it probably didn’t. For such an intense man, Renzo was also one of the most laidback, relaxed people Lucia had ever had the fortune of knowing, never mind loving. And if shit did bother him, it was hard to tell.  
 
    “I said,” he murmured, his dark gaze lifting to meet hers, “you are too far away. Come here.”  
 
    He hooked a finger in her direction, and Lucia had no choice but to follow his silent direction. It was a like a rope had been slung around her waist, and he was pulling on it with every bend of his finger. Before long, she was leaning down over the tub to meet his lips with a kiss that seared her from the inside out. There was something about the harsh lash of his tongue against the seam of her mouth that really made her crazy. The way his hand came up to slide under her throat, and hold tight to her jaw until he had gotten all of her mouth that he wanted.  
 
    He kissed her like he was hungry.  
 
    She loved it.  
 
    Grinning against his mouth, she murmured, “Wanna talk, or …?”  
 
    Renzo chuckled. “Just have a lot of shit on my mind, Lucia.”  
 
    “Like what?”  
 
    “Vegas. Us. Diego. Tuck—the fact he hasn’t called yet. Whatever job I am supposed to do for him tomorrow. You.”  
 
    “Me?” she asked softly.  
 
    Renzo kissed her again—faster and harder the second time. It was enough to take her breath away right then and there. God, she loved this man. More than he could possibly know.  
 
    “Not you, you,” he said, as if that was supposed to make sense. “I just don’t like leaving you alone, now.”  
 
    Ah.  
 
    She got it.  
 
    “Me and Diego will be fine.”  
 
    “I know,” he said, his words whispering along her lips. “That’s one thing I can count on with you, huh? You look after him.”  
 
    She always would.  
 
    As long as he wanted her to.  
 
    “Ren?”  
 
    “Hmm?”  
 
    “Stop worrying. At least, about me and him.”  
 
    Renzo grinned sinfully, and then kissed her again. Only this time, his teeth dragged along her lower lip in the best fucking way as he pulled away. “Yeah, not really thinking about that at all right now. Something else sounds—”  
 
    She interrupted his teasing by kissing him that time.  
 
    Renzo lifted from the tub, never once breaking their kiss the entire time. His tongue warred with hers; his lips worked fast and hard against hers, taking her breath away with each stroke. Their kiss only broke long enough for him to yank her shirt off, and for her to get her hands inside his boxer-briefs. His soft cock quickly hardened under the tugs of her palms against his smooth length. He backed her hard against the counter, his breaths coming out faster with each pull of her hands on his cock.  
 
    “Fuck,” he grunted against her lips. “Let me get these shorts off you, Lucia. Let me get a taste of you, huh?”  
 
    He waited just long enough for her to nod—always good like that; always waiting for her okay—before he grabbed the waistband of her cotton sleep shorts and yanked them down her legs. The fabric bit into her skin from the force of him pulling them off, and even her panties went down with them.  
 
    Lucia didn’t even care.  
 
    All she cared about in those moments was the fact Renzo was on his knees, and his palms felt like hot sin against her inner thighs. He pushed her legs open, and his tongue peeked out to wet his bottom lip when he got the first look at her pussy. She had no doubt she was already wet—just kissing this man could ruin a pair of her panties.  
 
    It didn’t take very fucking much, honestly.  
 
    “Jesus, look at you,” he rumbled.  
 
    There was something about the tone of his voice when he was turned on that really did it for Lucia. Something about the way it deepened, and roughened. It made her sex clench from just the sound alone.  
 
    His hand skimmed higher on her inner thighs, and just the sensation of his knuckles grazing along her bare pussy was enough to make her jerk against the counter. He chuckled at her reaction, stroking her again in the same exact way just to make her do it again.  
 
    “You better stop teasing,” she warned.  
 
    Renzo looked up, and cocked a brow. “Or what?”  
 
    Shit.  
 
    He had her there.  
 
    He knew it, too.  
 
    Just the sexy, sinful curve of his lips—wicked in a blink—told her that.  
 
    “Ask me, Lucia,” he murmured.  
 
    She swallowed hard. “Ask what?”  
 
    “Ask me to eat you. Ask for my mouth on your pussy. Ask me to bury my fingers in you while I eat this pretty pussy of yours. Open your mouth, and use those words I want to hear you say. Ask me, and I’ll give you exactly what you want.”  
 
    “You’re something else.”  
 
    Renzo licked his lips again, flashing his teeth in a grin. The tips of his fingers glided through the sensitive lips of her pussy, parting them and dragging along the seam of her sex. She felt the slick wetness he found there, and how cool his fingertips felt against the warmth of her pussy. He trailed those wet fingers of his up to her clit where he pinched her.  
 
    She swore the air was yanked from her lungs.  
 
    “God,” she hissed.  
 
    “Ask, baby.”  
 
    She would if she thought she could speak, but she wasn’t sure that she could do that at all. It didn’t help that now his fingers were tracing tight, small circles against her clit. Faster, and faster with each one. He watched her all the while, that grin of his deepening as she started to shake from his teasing.  
 
    “You’re gonna make me come like that,” she breathed, her exhale shuddering.  
 
    Bliss teased her senses.  
 
    It was almost there.  
 
    “No, I won’t,” Renzo said huskily, “I can promise you that. Not until you ask.”  
 
    So he thought.  
 
    She knew better.  
 
    She could fucking feel it right there.  
 
    Almost fucking there.  
 
    There was a single second—maybe two—before a woman orgasmed where she plateaued. Sensation fled like birds scattering into the sky, her senses honed in on the release that was about to ravage her body, and she sucked in a deep breath in preparation for that blissful feeling.  
 
    A single second or two where an orgasm could easily be lost if someone took away the thing that had brought her to that glorious place.  
 
    Renzo did just that. It was like he knew—like he could tell by the way her body tensed, and she sucked in her breath in preparation for the orgasm about to drag her under that she had hit her plateau.  
 
    And he stopped.  
 
    Moved his hands way too far away from her clit.  
 
    Just like that, Lucia’s orgasm was chased away. Her desperation at losing the bliss came out in a harsh noise that clawed its way out of her throat. Her disbelieving—and angry, probably—gaze drifted down to find the man smiling at her.  
 
    “Told you,” he said.  
 
    Arrogant.  
 
    Knowing.  
 
    Entirely too pleased.  
 
    “That’s called edging, you know,” he murmured, leaning in to kiss her thigh before biting the same spot. His tongue flicked too, tasting her skin and the wetness his fingers left behind to her thigh after being on her sex. “How many times do you think I could edge you before you broke, Lucia?”  
 
    She couldn’t even talk.  
 
    Not that it mattered.  
 
    His fingers were back on her sex again—circling and stroking and driving her crazy. It took him even less time during the second round to get her back to that peak. And just like before, he pulled all the way back when she hit the point of no fucking return. He waited for her shaking to simmer before he was back at it again. The third time took a little bit longer to get to the plateau, but she blamed that on the fact he fingered her first, and then teased her clit until she couldn’t take it anymore.  
 
    That was all it took. Just three times edging her to the precipice, taking it away, and she was ready to beg.  
 
    “Please make me come with your mouth,” she said in a rush, almost fucking sobbing from having a third orgasm pulled away from her. Her hands had come up to grab the edge of the counter behind her, and she swore she was going to break her goddamn fingernails from squeezing it so hard. Renzo grinned in that way of his, and all she could do was whisper, “Please fuck me with your mouth, or I am going to die.”  
 
    “Dramatic.”  
 
    “And yet, not untrue. Hurry the fuck up.”  
 
    His palm slapped her inner thigh just hard enough to make her flinch, and then his face was buried between her thighs in the next blink. That mouth of his against her sex was something else. He didn’t intend to tease her at all, it seemed. He wasn’t going to make her climb higher and higher one slow, agonizing second at a time.  
 
    No, he just got to fucking business.  
 
    Fingers stuffed up her pussy, and his tongue driving against her clit in a steady beat that took the air right out of her lungs. Fuck the counter. She had to put her hands on him because she swore that if he moved away again, she was going to kill him. Her fingers threaded into his hair, and grabbed tight. Renzo stared up at her, a knowing glint reflecting back in his gaze.  
 
    She didn’t need to hear his voice to know what he was saying.  
 
    You want that?  
 
    You like that?  
 
    Gonna come for me?  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    “Right there,” Lucia mumbled.  
 
    That fear he might pull away when she hit the plateau was pointless, it seemed. The second that orgasm started to rush through her body—it came on fast and hard—he stayed right there. Never letting up his pace, or how hard his fingers curled against her G-spot with every thrust. His tongue came a beat faster, and then he was sucking on her clit when she let out a shout of his name.  
 
    She’d never came harder.  
 
    Never appreciated an orgasm more.  
 
    And she wanted another the second it was gone.  
 
    Renzo kissed a path up her stomach, and only slowed when his wet lips pressed against hers. There was something dangerous and addicting about tasting her own sex on his mouth. Like she could suck the taste of her right off the tip of his tongue, and still wouldn’t be able to get enough.  
 
    Did she taste better on him, or right from the source?  
 
    “My turn,” he grunted against her lips.  
 
    In a breath, he had her lifted onto the counter, and her thighs spread open wide enough to make her muscles ache. She already had her fingers wrapped around the length of his erection. He couldn’t even be bothered to wait long enough to push his boxer-briefs down a little bit more before he was letting her guide him to her pussy.  
 
    Fuck, she was wet.  
 
    So wet, he just glided right in. The clenching of her inner muscles had him tensing, but he didn’t stop. He didn’t even give her a chance to breathe or adjust to his size before he was shoving her back against the vanity mirror, his hand found her jaw, and he was pounding into her. She felt the cheap counter and thin vanity mirror shudder from the impact, but it was all secondary to the way his cock felt driving into her over and over.  
 
    “Fucking watch,” he demanded.  
 
    It was the tug of his hand against her jaw that made her look down. Jesus. It was a beautiful sight, she thought. The length of his cock splitting her open, and slipping out of her soaked in her juices. The way his heartbeat showed in the length of his cock, and the tension pulling every single one of his muscles taut as he slowed just enough to give her a better show while he fucked her.  
 
    “Wanna do it again?” he asked.  
 
    Lucia’s gaze jumped up to meet his, and she dragged in a ragged breath. Her voice felt oh, so faint as she asked, “Do what again?”  
 
    “Edge you, baby.” Renzo grinned. “Only this time, I’ll be fucking you. See how long I can take it.”  
 
    Lucia laughed, breathless and high. “Fuck yeah.”  
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    “Do you think maybe Tuck changed his mind?” Lucia asked as a knock echoed on the hotel door.  
 
    Renzo gave a bitter chuckle as he headed for the door to answer it. “Not likely. Something else has caught his attention for the moment, that’s all. Or he’s just being an ass and making me wait because he thinks it’s funny.”  
 
    Yeah, well … Lucia was liking Tucker less and less. The more Renzo told her about the guy, the less she liked about him when it came right down to it. She didn’t tell Renzo that because she didn’t want him to having yet another thing to worry about, but she was thinking it. That was enough for her.  
 
    Before she could ask something else, Renzo pulled open the door to reveal the pizza delivery man waiting on the other side with a bright red bag in his hands. It was just their luck that at the same time Renzo was pulling out money to pay the guy, the phone on the table started to ring.  
 
    Renzo’s phone.  
 
    “Shit, maybe that’s Tuck,” Renzo said over his shoulder, offering nothing else because the delivery man was still standing right there. Diego, on the other hand, was practically trying to climb up his brother’s back because the pizza was here, and he’d been asking about it all morning leading into the afternoon. They’d finally broken down and agreed to order him one—clearly. “Answer it, Lucia. Just tell him I’ll be a second.”  
 
    Lucia plucked up the phone, and without even checking the caller ID as she didn’t know Tuck’s number, picked up the call, saying, “Hello?”  
 
    For a second, silence answered Lucia back on the other end of the call. It only lasted long enough for her to hear someone let out a heavy breath. An exhale that echoed with relief. Lucia blinked, and glanced over in Renzo’s direction, but he wasn’t paying her any mind. He was too busy handing over the cash for the pizza, and trying to keep a very active Diego out of the way while he did it.  
 
    “Just a second, now,” he said to his brother. “The pizza’s gonna taste the same in two minutes, Diego, damn.”  
 
    Lucia went back to the call, but there was still a silence on the other end. She pulled the phone away to look at the screen just to check and see if someone had hung up on her, but no. The call was still connected. The stranger part? The caller ID showed Rose Zulla. Renzo had put his sister’s contact in the night before to make it easier on himself when he called.  
 
    But he had not given his sister the private number attached to the burner phone. She was not supposed to be calling him back. He was only supposed to call her.  
 
    Putting the phone back to her ear, Lucia said, “Rose?”  
 
    “No, it’s not Rose, Lucia.”  
 
    It took her a second.  
 
    Then, two, and … three.  
 
    John.  
 
    It was her brother’s voice on the other end of that call.  
 
    She had to take those couple of seconds to fully realize the voice that was speaking back to her. She hadn’t talked to him in a month or a little more. Not since before he cornered Renzo in an alleyway, and warned him to stay away from Lucia. Oh, sure, he had tried something akin to communication with her. Hundreds of texts—at least fifty missed calls, all accompanied by him leaving her message after message on her voicemail that she simply deleted without even listening to.  
 
    John had been her best friend. Not just her brother, but the member of her family that she was most close to. He was her big brother, but he had never acted like the stereotypical big brother until Renzo.  
 
    Maybe that was why hearing his voice made her heart kickstart for a second. It caused a brief warmth to shoot out from her chest, and travel into the rest of her body. Because her first inclination when she spoke to her brother was to always fill him in on every single detail of her life that he might have missed out on since the last time they talked.  
 
    Despite her anger, all that bitterness and contempt she felt with John for taking her father’s side, she still had a habit of loving her brother simply because he was John, and she was Lucia. The two siblings so far apart in age that they never should have made friends, and yet, they had done just that. More so than the rest of her siblings.  
 
    But as quickly as that happy, warm feeling came, it was replaced by something hateful and angry. That just made Lucia so fucking mad. She didn’t want to feel that way, but she did.  
 
    He did that.  
 
    Just like her father.  
 
    “You there, Lucy?” she heard her brother ask.  
 
    God, she hated that nickname.  
 
    Lucia sucked in a sharp breath, noting the fact that Renzo was now closing the door with a pizza in his hand. “How did you get this number, and why are you calling from Rose’s phone?”  
 
    “Those are good questions. None of which I really want to give you the answers for.”  
 
    “Well, then I have nothing to say to you, John. So, good—”  
 
    “Hackers can do anything, Lucia. Anything.”  
 
    “Babe?”  
 
    Renzo’s quiet call of her name made her turn to look at him, and it was the concern written heavily on his brow that told her that he knew something was wrong. She waved a hand, not wanting to get distracted before she could end the call.  
 
    Especially not after she heard someone in the background say, “Sixty more seconds, John, and we’ll have the area code, maybe a full number, and possibly a location. Just keep her there for sixty more seconds.”  
 
    They were tracking her. It didn’t surprise her that they had access to a hacker with a program to get into Rose’s phone, and somehow call back a private number without having the number. But if they didn’t have her location or number yet, then that didn’t mean anything.  
 
    Right?  
 
    Not if they didn’t know an exact location.  
 
    Surely …  
 
    And if they only needed sixty more seconds …  
 
    “Where are you?” John asked.  
 
    “Happy,” Lucia answered simply.  
 
    “But are you—are you safe? Do you care how fucking worried we all are? Do you—”  
 
    “I’m happy, John. This phone won’t answer another call. Goodbye.”  
 
    Lucia hung up the phone knowing that hadn’t been sixty seconds. Renzo was already at her side, and picking up the phone. She could tell by the hardness of his gaze that he had basically gotten the gist of the conversation and what happened.  
 
    She was still going to have to explain.  
 
    And none of this felt good.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “Ren, open the pizza!”  
 
    His attention drifted between his little brother who had no idea the trouble that they just walked into, and Lucia who kept staring at that phone in his hands.  
 
    “Just a second,” Renzo replied absently.  
 
    The kid didn’t seem to understand that regardless, the pizza was still going to be as hot and good in five minutes as it was right now. Then again, he’d been asking for it every single hour on the hour since he woke up, too. Once Diego set his mind on something, he was going to get it and that’s all there was to it.  
 
    “Ren!”  
 
    He was not the type to lose his patience with Diego. Literally anyone else—except maybe Lucia—and he didn’t have time to listen to whining and nonsense. But right then, he was a little too close for comfort when it came to snapping at his little brother. It wasn’t even Diego’s fault, honestly.  
 
    “Here,” Lucia said, like she could read his mind or something, “let’s get this pizza opened for you, Diego.”  
 
    Renzo let her do her thing for Diego. It was easier for him to try and figure out how in the fuck her family—he was assuming it was her family only because she’d used her brother’s name—had gotten a hold of his sister’s phone.  
 
    “What did they say?” he asked Lucia as she flipped open the pizza box.  
 
    “Not a lot,” she returned. “I couldn’t stay on the phone too long or they would have been able to track me. That’s why I got off as soon as I could.”  
 
    Renzo’s brow dipped. “Track, how? I don’t understand.”  
 
    Lucia pulled out two pieces of steaming pizza, and set them on one of the paper plates they had grabbed when they went out to shop the day after arriving in Vegas. She barely even had time to slide the plate in front of Diego, and the kid was already ripping into a piece of pizza like he had never been fed a day in his life. It would have been amusing to Renzo on any other day if he wasn’t entirely fucked up over a single phone call.  
 
    Funny how something like that could ruin the peace he thought he found here. Even if it had been a short moment of peace, and only an illusion. Renzo hadn’t quite been ready to give it up just yet. Someone was determined to rip it out of his hands whether he was ready for them to or not, and now he had to decide what to do about it.  
 
    “Lucia,” he murmured when she didn’t answer him right away.  
 
    Lucia took a moment to wipe her hands on a paper towel before she turned her back to Diego. It effectively put her back to the boy so that they could talk quietly, calmly, and without making him think something was wrong. He appreciated her effort, really. He wasn’t even in the right frame of mind to consider how Diego might take all of this.  
 
    “I heard someone in the background,” she explained, shrugging. “They said something about needing another sixty seconds to grab the area code and phone number, and possibly a proper location. When I asked my brother how he had gotten ahold of a private phone number, he said hackers could do anything.”  
 
    “But they didn’t have the phone number,” Renzo said.  
 
    It wasn’t even a question because one of her statements contradicted the other, and he needed to be absolutely clear on this. They couldn’t afford to fuck around if her family knew where they were. He had no doubt the first thing they would do was come here, and take Lucia away from him. Which was fine if that’s what she wanted to do, but he knew it wasn’t. Frankly, the only way Renzo could continue to give Lucia what she wanted—to stay with him—was to keep fucking running.  
 
    Lucia sighed. “Didn’t seem like it, no. That’s what they were trying to get, I think, if I can trust what the guy in the background said. Probably the fucking hacker, right? Is …”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    She glanced away from him. “Rose’s phone … could someone grab that, or no?”  
 
    “Doubtful,” Renzo answered simply.  
 
    His sister was every fucking seventeen-year-old girl to a fucking T. Her phone was never very far from her hands. She could wake up at the sound of a social media notification, but wouldn’t blink at a damn alarm clock. She had an account for every major social media app that was popular among her age group. Hell, she had taught him how to use one or two of them more than once. Unless someone had broken into his sister’s place while she was sleeping to grab her phone, there was no fucking way they got it away from her.  
 
    Simple as that.  
 
    And he seriously doubted the Marcellos went that far.  
 
    Then, Renzo had another idea. “But her number isn’t private. It’s accessible on at least one of her social media accounts to message her, and shit.”  
 
    “I don’t understand what that means,” Lucia admitted.  
 
    “It means if they have a hacker, all they needed was her phone number and a hotspot, Lucia. A hacker with the means and the mode, so to speak. Be at a hotspot near my sister, have her phone number, hack into her device, use the right code to call the last numbers that had called her phone, and there you are.”  
 
    She blinked. “Really?”  
 
    He echoed her brother’s words, then. “Hackers can do anything.”  
 
    If they had the talent, the means, and the mode.  
 
    “But then they didn’t have the actual phone number for this phone, then,” Lucia said, glancing down at the device in his hand.  
 
    “That’s probably what the code was running which, if they couldn’t track out the exact location during the phone call, would have given them an area code for where we were, and possibly the chance to hack into this phone.”  
 
    Lucia’s gaze hardened.  
 
    Renzo didn’t know what else to say.  
 
    Well, no, he did.  
 
    “Is this still where you want to be?” he asked quietly.  
 
    Her stare darted back up to his to hold on tight. Unquestioningly, she came closer to him until she could fist the collar of his shirt, and pull him down closer to her. In a breath, her lips pressed to his. Not hungry, rough, and demanding, but soft, sure, and sweet. Everything that Lucia Marcello was, really. All the things that made her most amazing to him.  
 
    “I will always want to be with you,” she whispered.  
 
    That was all he needed to know, then.  
 
    “I think we’re okay,” he said, glancing at the phone. “They didn’t get what they needed.”  
 
    But just to be sure …  
 
    He turned on the screen of the phone, and made one of the last calls he planned on making with the device. The call rang twice before Rose picked up. Her cheery voice relaxed him almost instantly. No, he hadn’t thought the Marcellos would go as far as approaching his sister or doing something to her to get to him. Lucia’s family weren’t entirely good people, but they didn’t seem like fucking monsters, either.  
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    “Hey, Rose,” Renzo said, giving Lucia a small smile and stroking her cheek at the same time. “Just wanted to check in on you.”  
 
    There was no need to worry his sister with the details. She didn’t need to be freaked out over the fact someone had hacked into her phone, or whatever, not when they weren’t after her.  
 
    “Hey, everything is good,” Rose returned. “But I am just heading to—”  
 
    “That’s okay. I’ll let you get back to … whatever.”  
 
    “All right.”  
 
    “Love you, Rose.”  
 
    His sister laughter. “Love you, too, Ren.”  
 
    The relief Renzo felt as he hung up the phone seemed traitorous, really. Still, he enjoyed the feeling while it lasted. Which wasn’t very fucking long before it was gone. He headed for the bathroom with that goddamn phone in his hands—Lucia was close on his heels the entire way. Diego didn’t seem to mind them leaving him behind at the small kitchenette table to eat his pizza alone. He had what he wanted, after all.  
 
    In the bathroom, Renzo turned the sink on, stuck in the small plug, and waited for it to fill up with water. Once the water level in the sink was high enough to reach the overflow, he dropped the phone in without hesitation. He watched the screen flicker, and then black out. He left the phone in the water for a good minute, all the while, he said nothing. Neither did Lucia.  
 
    Once he was satisfied that the phone was ruined, he pulled it out, dried it off with a towel, pulled off the back, ripped out the battery, SIM card, and small board, and threw it all to the floor. He crushed the items under his boot before bending down, sweeping it all up, and throwing it all in the trash can.  
 
    Wasted money.  
 
    That’s what he saw there. A fucking phone they paid for and couldn’t use—even if grabbing another one would be easy and cheap—it was still money they couldn’t afford to lose at the moment. Not that it mattered.  
 
    The phone was tainted.  
 
    It had to go.  
 
    The silence felt heavier after Renzo finished, but Lucia was there to break it as he felt her hands slide up his back overtop his shirt. Her lips touched down on the back of his neck, and instantly, he relaxed all over again.  
 
    “Everything is good,” she told him.  
 
    Yeah, he hoped so.  
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    Renzo stuffed his hands in his pockets, and glared at the sight ahead of him. The barber shop looked old as fuck—certainly not anything modern, or whatever. It also looked, guessing by the chipped paint on the sign and the old curtain in the large front window, like it was on its last legs.  
 
    And this was the job from Tuck, apparently.  
 
    Or rather, the twenty-six-year-old man who ran the place. Renzo had been told by Tuck when the guy finally called—after figuring out the phone he’d been trying to call was no longer working—not to ask any questions about the place, the guy who ran it, or anything else that might come to his mind while he was in there getting the job done.  
 
    Just get my fucking money, Tuck had snapped.  
 
    That should have been easy enough, and it wouldn’t be the first time Renzo had taken a job like this. Although, it had once been Vito who occasionally threw something like this at Renzo. Never Tuck back in New York. But now, as Renzo was standing there looking at the business in front of him, he couldn’t help but wonder why a barber who owned a shop that looked like it was about to be closed down would owe a guy like Tuck money in the first place.  
 
    Maybe the shop is exactly why, his mind said.  
 
    Yeah.  
 
    Because that’s exactly how people like Tuck worked. They picked on the weakest chain. The struggling and the needy. Those who could use a hand up because all they knew was how to fall over time and time again. People who could easily be kicked while they were already down because that was fucking life in the grand scheme of things.  
 
    Nobody was out to help anybody else.  
 
    Renzo figured, since Tuck wasn’t willing to talk, the barber probably owed him money he’d taken to keep this place afloat. Likely one of Tuck’s sharks since the fucker wasn’t one to have his own hand in too many pots, but he didn’t mind having many different hands in several pots.  
 
    As much as that bothered Renzo—this was exactly why he didn’t like these kinds of jobs, because he got stuck in his fucking feelings—he shook off the heavy feeling that was keeping him standing on the edge of the street instead of inside that barber shop. Get the job done. Get the fucking money, and go back to Lucia and Diego. It was as simple as that. The quicker he was done here, the faster he could deal with Tuck, and go back to where he wanted to be the most.  
 
    Renzo read the business hours on the door as he stepped closer—another five minutes, and the business was closing up for the evening. Through the window, he could see a man in his black apron sweeping a checkered floor around swivel chairs. Pushing the door open, a bell rang up above, but Renzo didn’t pay it any mind.  
 
    Now, he had to focus on the guy who was looking at him.  
 
    “Sorry, we’re just about ready to close,” the guy—Connie, according to Tuck—said.  
 
    Renzo nodded. “Yeah, I saw the hours on the door.”  
 
    Connie frowned. “I don’t have time to cut anybody’s hair tonight, man.”  
 
    He wanted to ask why not—if the guy was struggling for money, then it would make sense to Renzo that Connie accepted someone even if the place was closing just to get a bit of extra cash. It couldn’t hurt. And then as quickly as he thought that, Renzo had to remind himself that this was not why he was here. He couldn’t fucking sympathize. He couldn’t let his fucking life of hard lessons and constant struggle affect the way he did a job. Or rather, the fact that he had a job to do.  
 
    No way.  
 
    Reaching back while still keeping one eye on Connie, Renzo flipped the lock on the barber shop door. The gun he never let get too far away from him was tucked into the back of his jeans, and he swore he’d never been more aware of that metal against his skin than he was in those moments. Maybe it was the way Connie’s eyes widened like he realized no, Renzo wasn’t there for a fucking haircut. Or it could have been the way the man’s hand twitched to his left like he was thinking about grabbing the closest thing he could use for a weapon.  
 
    What would it be?  
 
    The shaving razor on the vanity?  
 
    The broom in his grasp?  
 
    Nothing that would help him, really.  
 
    “I’m not here for a haircut,” Renzo said, shrugging. “I came to get Tuck’s money. I’m sure you don’t need me to explain who that is, considering he’s sent at least three guys around here to pass along the message that you’re late in repaying your debt. Three weeks late. Says you’re lucky he even let you go that long, Connie.”  
 
    “I-I don’t have—”  
 
    “Here’s the thing,” Renzo continued, not able to listen to the guy yammer or beg. As it was, he was already having enough difficulty with this whole fucking thing. He was not going to add to it by letting the man go on and on. He’d sleep with his guilt tonight, and maybe by the morning when he woke up, it wouldn’t be as bad. A useless hope, but one he had nonetheless. “… I’m gonna take whatever money you have in here, and whatever you might think is worth something to sell to get more money, and then I’m going to have to teach you a little lesson.”  
 
    The man’s face paled.  
 
    Yeah, fuck, get it together, Ren.  
 
    “Nothing that’ll hurt your hands, or arms,” Renzo said, keeping a close eye on Connie’s hands just in case, “as you’re still gonna have to work, right? But no worries, it’ll be enough that you’ll understand how this is going to work from here on out, Connie. That’s all Tuck wants—just for you to understand who is in control.”  
 
    More so that Ren understood …  
 
    Tuck didn’t just want the barber to realize who had control, but Renzo, too.  
 
    Fucking prick.  
 
    As Renzo expected Connie would do—they always did this same thing in these situations, never failed—he started rambling. It was simply a way to get more time. A way to try and figure something else out. Bargaining, if you will. Not that it was going to work. It never fucking worked.  
 
    “I don’t have any money here,” Connie said quickly, his voice cracking a bit. “A couple of hundred, nothing more. The safe in the back is empty. I can go to the bank, and grab some—”  
 
    “How about you show me the safe?” Renzo interjected calmly.  
 
    The man blinked.  
 
    Renzo knew then that he was lying.  
 
    Buying time.  
 
    Nothing more.  
 
    Nothing less.  
 
    The safe might not have the full five-thousand plus interest that Connie owed, but it certainly had something. Renzo would get around to checking that in due time. He had a crow bar in the trunk of his car to pry it open because he seriously doubted a man who owed five G’s plus had a safe that was worth any kind of good money. Likely something from Walmart that would make due. Probably screwed to the fucking floor, too.  
 
    “Y-yeah, okay,” Connie mumbled. “Just … this way.”  
 
    The guy turned to set his broom aside, and then moved for the doorway that led into what looked like a back hallway or a small room. Renzo couldn’t be sure. He wasn’t all that interested in the space back there. He was more concerned with the way Connie leaned down as he entered the doorway like he was grabbing something just around the corner.  
 
    Tuck was a fucking idiot, Renzo thought. If Tuck honestly believed he could send three people here before sending Renzo without Connie deciding to do something to protect himself, he was a fucking fool.  
 
    Because that’s exactly what Connie had done.  
 
    Clearly.  
 
    The man spun around with a sawed-off shotgun in his hands, pointed right at Renzo. The problem was—this wasn’t the first job like this that Renzo had done. Sadly, it wasn’t going to be the last. His life had taught him not to get too comfortable where he could refuse a paying job, even if he didn’t like the details of said job.  
 
    He expected a fight.  
 
    He expected Connie to fight.  
 
    Renzo already had his gun pulled out from his back, racked the weapon, and his finger pulled tight on the trigger before Connie had properly gotten the threat in his sights. The bullet from Renzo’s gun plugged into the man’s forehead—a perfect shot, really. The body hit the tiled floor with a morbid thump.  
 
    He kept staring at the doorway where Connie had just been standing instead of the body on the floor. He didn’t look at the body when he needed to step over it to go in search of money, either.  
 
    It was easier this way. 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    Tuck pushed off the edge of a beat-up desk as the man who had walked Renzo into the warehouse stepped out of the way to showcase him standing just behind him in the doorway. “You got what I wanted, or what?”  
 
    Renzo pulled out the wad of cash he’d taken from the barber’s shitty safe, and handed it over when Tuck came close enough to grab it. Tuck counted the cash, and didn’t even bother to hide the scowl that skipped over his lips when there was only a little over three thousand in his hands.  
 
    “Where’s the rest?”  
 
    Renzo pulled out the few items he’d taken off Connie, and out of the man’s small office at his barber shop. A watch, and a wedding ring. Nothing that was going to make up the rest of that two-thousand, anyway.  
 
    What could Renzo do?  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Money didn’t fucking magically appear, after all.  
 
    “That’s what I’ve got for you there,” Renzo said.  
 
    Tuck grumbled under his breath, but took all the items anyway before shoving it on the desk behind him. Folding his arms over his chest, he faced Renzo once more. “No problems, then? He got the point? Because I can always go back for the rest in a couple of weeks when he’s … feeling a little better, I suppose.”  
 
    Yeah, that was the thing …  
 
    “There’s nothing to go back for,” Renzo replied, shrugging. “He tried to come at me with a sawed-off shotgun. He’s dead.”  
 
    Tuck’s face hardened.  
 
    Renzo kept quiet.  
 
    “Shit happens sometimes,” the guy in the chair next to the desk muttered out of the corner of his mouth where a lit joint bounced on his lips. “You know how it is, Tuck.”  
 
    Tuck sucked in air through his tight lips, and his gaze turned on Renzo again. “Yeah, I know how it fucking is. Guess we’re gonna call that even, then, Ren. You and me, I mean. You still want some work, or what? I’ve got a few things coming up.”  
 
    Renzo wanted to say sure, as long as it wasn’t another job like the one he just did. But frankly, at the moment, he couldn’t afford to be very picky about what work he did or didn’t take. “Yeah, Tuck. Whatever, I’m up for it. Good for it, you know.”  
 
    The man nodded. “Good, be on call. I’ll let you know. By the way …”  
 
    He’d already turned to leave the warehouse because he really just wanted to get back to Lucia and Diego, now. This whole night had been a little too much for him. He was ready for it to be over.  
 
    Staring at Tuck over his shoulder, Renzo asked, “Yeah, what?”  
 
    “Nothing else you wanna tell me, right? You’re good and all, yeah? No shit is gonna come my way because of you, right, Ren?”  
 
    It was a strange question.  
 
    And it wasn’t at the same time.  
 
    Renzo couldn’t give an honest answer either way. He was trying not to bring trouble here, but who fucking knew if it would come nonetheless?  
 
    “No, I’m good. It’s all good,” Renzo echoed.  
 
    Tuck nodded. “All right. I’ll be seeing you, man.”  
 
    Yeah.  
 
    Probably too soon for comfort.  
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