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			Dedication

			If you are related to me, I suggest you either put this book down or agree that we never discuss it.

			For all those who love a little danger with their romance, this one is for you.

		

	
		
			Trigger Warnings:

			Mentions of sex trafficking

			Graphic death

			Graphic violence

			Torture

			Mentions/threats of rape

			Instances of misogyny

			Graphic sex

			Italian Words/Phrases:

			Cazzo!: Fuck!

			Cretino: Idiot

			Vaffanculo a chi t’è morto. Mangia merde e morte!: Eat shit and die (basically)

			Cosa ti hano fatto, piccola mia?: What have they done to you, my little one?

			Figlio di puttana!: Son of a bitch

			Amici: Friend

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Carmen

			Eight Years Old

			“Carmen, wake up,” my papa’s voice said in my ear, pulling me from the dream I was having about playing on the beach of the lake house with my brothers.

			“Mm?” I mumbled, turning over and opening my eyes slowly in my dim bedroom to see my papa’s smiling face. He was the most handsome man I knew, with his green eyes shining down at me.

			“Want to go on another adventure with your papa?” he asked quietly. I nodded my head, already awake with the prospect of undivided attention from him and the snack we always had before we snuck back into our house in the wee hours of the morning before Mama, Adrian, or Benny woke up.

			Quickly slipping my shoes on, my papa took my hand, guiding me to the car where we stole off into the night.

			The drives were always long to me, but papa always chuckled when I complained and said it was only fifteen or thirty minutes. We went to a different place each time, and I hoped this would never end because I loved our special Carmen and Papa time. 

			“Can we get ice cream this time?” I asked, the heat of the summer, even at night was oppressive and the car’s air conditioning was not quite cool enough yet as he got onto the highway.

			“I’m not sure there are places open right now,” he said, glancing at the back seat toward me. “But we’ll try.”

			My papa loved me. He loved my brothers and my mama. It struck me, as I watched his profile from my seat, that the Lupos didn’t have that. Our next-door neighbors were my parents’ best friends and their boys played with my brothers. But Leo told me sometimes his dad was mean to them. My papa wasn’t mean to us. 

			The tall highway light gave way to darkness. I sang quietly to myself as he drove until I saw the roller coasters lit up and coming nearer to us, my papa getting into the right lane to take the exit.

			“Are you taking me to Worlds of Fun?” I asked, staring eagerly at the tall rides of the amusement park I could see out the car window. He laughed, glancing at me through the rearview mirror, those green eyes crinkled in the corners with actual happiness.

			“No, my Carmenetta. But maybe we can go there later this summer and take the boys,” he said. When he said “the boys” he meant all the boys and I stuck my tongue out in disgust at the prospect of having to be the only girl, as usual, with all the stinky boys around. It was worse now that Adrian was thirteen, because he actually smelled bad.

			Papa laughed at the look on my face but didn’t say anything more as we went through strange streets with big trucks passing us, until he finally came to what looked like a big parking lot with lots of little garages all lined up. He went up to one, the numbers listed on it were “913.”

			“That’s my birthday!” I said, grinning from the back seat while he turned around to look at me.

			“You’re right!”

			“Are we gonna go in?”

			“Yes,” he said, his voice a little more serious this time.

			The last few times Papa took me on these trips he brought me to places that were sort of like this. It wasn’t bad, he just put my hand on something or shined a light in my eyes and then we went to get our treat.

			We got out, Papa holding out his hand for me to take after he unlocked the padlock on the garage door and pushed it up.

			The whole thing was full to the brim! The other two had a few things in there, but nothing like this. He led us through the maze of piles, bringing me to the back of the room like the other two.

			“This time might hurt just a tiny bit,” he said, his eyes mournful as he kept my hand in his grip. “I promise it will only hurt for a moment and then you’ll feel better.”

			“I don’t want to, Papa,” I whispered, a shake in my voice.

			“Just this one more thing,” he said, touching my cheek gently with his calloused hands. I nodded. He pricked my finger, putting it against the same weird box that was in the other garage places.

			I tried not to cry, but my finger was still bleeding as we went back to the car. Tears fell down my cheeks against my will. Papa closed the garage, locking it just as I was climbing into the back seat, and the headlights shined, blinding me.

			There was the sound of a car door slamming and the clacking of heels on the pavement.

			“What are you doing here?” Papa asked, and I tried to see who he was talking to, but all I could see was a shadowy version of a woman with the lights of her car behind her.

			“What are you hiding? What does Morelli not want to come out?”

			I didn’t know that voice. I didn’t know this woman, but Papa did. Somehow that made me feel uneasy, uncomfortable.

			“You don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m here with my daughter!” he said, his voice rising like it did when he was angry.

			“You know a secret can only stay that way so long, Bernardo,” the woman said, her voice sounding scary, like she meant for something bad to happen, before she got back in her car and drove away.

			“Who was that?” I asked when he got back in the car, but he didn’t answer me.

			We didn’t get ice cream that night and Papa lied. I still felt the prick on my finger even a week later when Mama told us he was dead.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Leo

			Sixteen Years Later 

			“Anything good in those emails? You’re always so eager to get to them,” John said from the couch of the safe house we were in. We had been out on a mission for months tracking down a shipment. Mercenaries had been tasked with bringing the merchandise bought to a place known as the Island. Not the most ingenious name, but what criminals lacked in creativity, they tended to make up for in secrecy and cruelty. The merchandise in question was women and girls that had been stolen, packaged, and shipped to where they would be broken down and taught to be proper sex slaves for the rich and powerful men of the world. 

			This wasn’t the first mission like this that my team had been tasked with. In fact, these specific types of missions were usually what we were sent on. The four of us were a well-oiled machine, tasked not only to hunt down, but to take down pieces of these operations in the hope that they would be weakened and networks would crumble. But something about this mission was making us nervous. Something was different about it and none of us could quite put our finger on what.

			We had been compromised. The youngest in our group, Logan, had been spotted by the group we had been tracking twice, spooking them, and gaining him a tail for thirty-six hours. So, we retreated to a safe house in Messina, Sicily, as soon as he lost them. The safe house didn’t put us too far from where we believed they were taking the stolen women, while the techs back home took our intel and used it to go through satellite data. Once we had a location, we’d be able to hopefully bring that operation down and get more information about the main investors.

			But while I was eager to continue the mission and hopefully save as many of those women as possible, I was secretly glad for the opportunity to check my personal emails. The safe house provided us with cover, so I could reach back home.

			“Sad because you don’t get any emails, John?” I teased, as they finally popped up. 

			Two emails were from my mom telling me little details about her best friend Maria and her kids who I had grown up with, and of course, my brothers. Mom didn’t say much about my brothers—other than her disdain that neither of them had secured a wife—since they both worked for my father. To keep her safe, she wasn’t allowed details of what they did. Though she was smart enough that even what she did know wasn’t mentioned. I may have had access to my personal emails, but I was still an agent of the government, and what my father did was far from legal.

			One was an email from my best friend, Benny, who was Maria’s middle child. He told me all about his exploits in the main city where he had been mostly living since finishing his physical therapy residency and landing a position at a prestigious practice. I missed him dearly, another brother on top of the two I already had, but he was far more fun to get into mischief with.

			And then there were the emails from Carmen. She was Benny’s little sister, only two years younger than us, but she and I had our own weird little connection, being the youngest kids in our respective families. I counted six emails this time. It had been about two months since I could check them, so it wasn’t an outrageous number. There had been some stretches where I opened them to find she had emailed me every day for a week.

			Not that I minded. I loved every little word in those emails. I could imagine her typing them, fingers flying over the keyboard or her phone, brow scrunched in concentration over her striking green eyes. 

			“Never any pictures. What a waste,” John grumbled from over my shoulder. “She does have a thing for you though, doesn’t she?”

			“She’s my best friend’s sister, asshole,” I said, shoving him away from me while he laughed.

			“Yep! Your best friend is probably completely fine with you emailing her so much while you’re away,” he teased. 

			“Leave him alone. I think it’s sweet,” Kia said from where she sat lazily on an armchair, a smile on her face as she looked at me. So far she had been the only person I could confide in minimally about this without judgment.

			I nodded at Kia and shook my head at John, turning back to the laptop and diving into the last two months of her life. While I had been torturing men for information and breaking into buildings to pull their security footage, she had been … going on dates.

			My lip involuntarily pulled into a snarl, hand not scrolling on the mouse pad, but clenching into a fist as I continued to read. Her best friends and mom had decided she needed to get out more, so she was pushed into going on various dates.

			I hated it.

			I hated everything about it.

			Carmen shouldn’t have been holed up, not living her life. I didn’t want her sitting around waiting. That’s exactly why I didn’t say anything about how I felt for her or make any promises before I left. The type of work I was doing came with the very real possibility that I came home in a body bag. She had already lost enough; she didn’t need to add losing me on top of that… if she even felt the same way. 

			But as I read closer, I realized with pleasure, that she had hated every second of these dates. There were a few dates it seemed, where looking back, amusing moments happened, but otherwise, she was underwhelmed and unimpressed. 

			…Rory says I have unrealistic standards because I’m always comparing men to a fantasy, but a girl should have standards, right Leo? Unfortunately for me, my fantasy is about someone I can’t have. Anyway, I think they’ll finally drop it for a little while since I’m applying to that pastry chef program, so we can both rest easy that the bad dates will be on hiatus.

			I hope you get a chance to read these soon.

			Please be safe. Come home to us.

			I miss you, Leo.

			Carmen

			That was the first time she had said, “I miss you,” instead of, “We miss you.” My heart seemed to stutter for a moment before galloping quickly against my ribs. My fingers hovered over the keyboard. So many things I wanted to say, and yet it felt so cold being typed on the screen. I wanted to talk to her, to look at her face when I said everything that I felt burning within me.

			But before I had a chance, the satellite phone rang, jarring my team into a more alert state. John answered, listening intently for a stretch while we all waited with bated breath. 

			“They confirmed the location,” he said after hanging up. “Lupo, I need the computer.” I nodded, closing out Carmen’s email and logging out for the more secured network. He pulled up the coordinates, and we spent the next few hours plotting our plan of attack.

			[image: ]

			We had taken a boat, loaded only with the weapons that had been stashed in the safe house and what we had left from before, and headed to the Island. Kia was on the scope as soon as we got within range to see if the intel we had was accurate. 

			“Looks like we have a clear path if you go straight. We can get in,” she said confidently.

			Logan steered us through the open and unguarded water until he shut off the engine and we swam the rest of the way to shore. Shucking our wet clothes and replacing them quickly with dry ones, we silently made our way up the rocky beach, guns drawn.

			I spotted two guards before they saw us, shooting them with the silencer so there was only a muffled sound before they dropped to the ground. Kia collected their walkies and guns, and we continued closer.

			The building didn’t seem like much, a sprawling one-level island home, but the sick feeling that was growing in my gut told me there was so much more hidden below. We found an exterior wall to crouch beside with mild cover provided by the large leaves of a tropical plant of some kind. John peered into the window, signaling that there were four guards visible on that floor. Logan and John could handle that while Kia and I headed to the back entrance, where surveillance footage showed a garage entrance. Conspicuously, they had regular monthly deliveries by vans whose sole task was to be packed with merchandise at the private dock—only in the cover of night—and then driven to this very garage and pulling right up to the house, obscuring the contents from view while being unloaded.

			We moved like ghosts, Kia and I, rounding the corner to see two guards posted there. Without hesitation, we went for them before they could even notice we were there. Almost in synchronization, we pulled knives from our vests and came behind them silently. A soft, but surprised groan came from the man I held as the blade from my knife pushed through the back of his neck, severing his spinal cord. Kia’s dropped to the ground a moment after mine, blood quickly pooling around them.

			I took a moment to also take out the cameras that surveilled the entrance. We had about two minutes on average before whoever was watching the cameras alerted the others to this location and what they just witnessed happen, but two minutes was plenty of time to get in.

			I didn’t hesitate, darting to the door of the garage and pulling open the pocket on my vest that held my smaller tools. The keypad that kept this door closed wasn’t very elaborate. I would have expected more from an operation like this, but apparently, they were a bit too comfortable having their private island. Less than thirty seconds later, we had gained entry into the space. Kia stood with her gun drawn and ready to defend us once the door opened as I slipped my tools back into my vest, but it was shockingly quiet and empty when the door opened.

			I glanced at her with concern. This was unusual behavior. Guards should have been posted inside and out. Even if we were on a remote island, all entrances should have been manned. It didn’t change our mission, however strange this was. We had to get in, and we had succeeded. 

			I had barely made two strides when I saw a familiar symbol. The O’Shea Clan’s insignia was branded on a crate just inside the garage. Irish mob. Sex traffickers often delved into other forms of depravity, but something about that insignia brought a chill to my spine. I knew my father and the Big Boss had been trying to move past a truce to an alliance with the Irish back in the United States. If U.S. Mafia relations were solid, then the European branches may have better interactions, and that would help the global black market a little bit.

			I was sick at seeing it. Sick at having such a reminder of the two halves of my life. Sick that in this moment, they seemed to be threading together. 

			I glanced at Kia, giving her the hand signal for us to move forward, taking out cameras as we saw them and heading through the garage to the first door we saw there. Just as I began to deactivate the second keypad, the sounds of open gunfire split through the air.

			“We’ve been spotted,” came Logan’s gruff voice over our comms.

			“Shit!” Kia whispered, gripping her gun to cover me as the lock finally disengaged, and I gripped the handle to pull open the door.

			The gunfire was mostly coming from outside the garage, meaning Logan and John were drawing away the guards, giving us the opportunity to push through and finish the mission.

			I ripped open the door, stepping into the hallway with Kia right at my back. Our guns were drawn, but no one was in this part of the house to stop us. The eerie feeling that something was very wrong here seemed to settle further in my gut. I had enough experience from both sides of my life to know this was unusual, and though John and Logan continued to pull attention their way, that should have never taken every man in this house from their stations.

			Based on the crude layout we had of the house, we knew the basement entrance couldn’t be far from the garage where they unloaded the girls. Three doors in this hallway were left wide open, presumably the other guards running out to help with the other half of our team, but one was left closed. Another keypad sat, baring us from entry, but we didn’t have time anymore. I shot out the door handle, kicking the remnants away to reveal a set of metal stairs that lead to the basement. Immediately a bullet whizzed by my head, embedding in the wall behind me, and I glanced down to see three men covering behind various pieces of furniture below.

			Without a second thought, I lunged down the stairs, firing at the first body who made a move and hitting him in the forehead, nearly taking the top of his head off. Kia, on my heels, hit another in the shoulder, while the third tried to come close enough to get point blank. I twisted the gun from his hands, reaching one hand out to grip his throat while the other pressed his own weapon to his temple.

			“Where are the girls?” I demanded.

			“I’m dead either way,” he said, his Italian accent thick, voice shaking. 

			“We can get you immunity if you talk,” Kia said after she landed a blow to the guy who she had shot, knocking him out cold.

			“It doesn’t matter. This batch was ruined anyway,” he whispered, tears springing to his eyes. But he wasn’t crying for the girls who had been stolen, beaten, drugged, and probably raped. No, he was crying for himself. His own pitiful existence, and it disgusted me.

			“Cretino,” I growled. “Vaffanculo a chi t’è morto. Mangia merde e morte!” I hissed, unable to hold back my rage. I squeezed tightly to his throat before throwing him back against the column he had been hiding behind previously, shoving his gun in his surprised, gaping mouth, before pulling the trigger. The blood of that filth hitting my face was oddly satisfying.

			“Get as many out as you can!” John yelled from the comms, jarring me from the red I was seeing and bringing me back to the mission at hand.

			“I’ll take left,” Kia said once she saw I was back to myself, letting her eyes drift from me to the line of doors down here. This space we were in was large, a whole pretend house set up down in the basement, complete with a kitchen. It was a bit sterile, only the basic necessities and lacking decor of any kind, as if the girls were made to play pretend here, ensuring they behaved appropriately when they were sold off to the highest bidder. Farther, past this mockery of a living space, was a hallway with a series of doors, but at the end was a large set of double doors.

			We each kicked in the first door on our side at the same time, guns pointed and ready for more men to come from the shadows.

			“Clear!” Kia called, but my room was far from empty.

			Three girls were huddled in the corner. They all looked to be between the ages of sixteen and eighteen. They were clean, dressed in thin white dresses that looked more like a slip than an actual piece of clothing, and they wore collars around their necks.

			“We’re here to help you,” I said quietly, hoping one of them spoke English.

			“There is no help for us,” one girl said. She was a little taller than the other two, but not by much. Her accent told me she was from Southern France, maybe the Basque region. Her eyes were shockingly green, and despite her words, there was still a bit of strength in her eyes. She reminded me just a little of Carmen, and my heart squeezed slightly at the thought of Carmen ever having to be put in a situation like this. Just for a moment, I allowed myself to solidify the burning in my heart that Carmen’s emails about going on dates with other men had ignited. I would somehow get home to her and make sure no one else ever touched her.

			Gunfire and shouting seemed to come back into the house, my eyes darting back to the hall where Kia was already moving down her side, carting out some of the other girls she found along the way and telling them to stay close. Seeing that, the three girls before me appeared to be inspired to move, joining the other freed girls, and we made it down the hall with quick precision.

			“What’s behind here?” I asked the green-eyed girl once we got to the double doors.

			“The new ones. They’re still breaking them.”

			My lip curled into a snarl as I looked at Kia and saw similar anger and disgust on her face. But we didn’t get a chance to go through, as the sound of feet on the metal stairs told us we had company. 

			Time seemed to slow as I stepped away from the girls for Kia to cover them, knowing our only path for escape was on the stairs that were now blocked by whoever was descending them. John was being pulled down the stairs by two men, blood splattered all over him. They may have gotten ahold of him, but he had taken out a fair number of their forces first.

			“Leonardo Lupo, I wasn’t expecting to see you here,” came a voice I recognized and was not at all happy about. My eyes landed on the figure moving down the stairs behind John. Tailored suit, dirty-blond hair, bright blue eyes glimmering with a mixture of sick satisfaction and simmering rage. 

			Freddy O’Shea, a mob prince. He was the son of the O’Shea Clan of the American-Irish mob Boss. Next In line to take his father’s seat, he oozed smugness like any crowned prince would.

			“Funny to meet here like this. When I heard you’d joined the Marines, I was astonished. After all, your brothers have followed in your father’s footsteps. But you decided to be a hero instead of following the darkness that runs through your veins. I suppose you got promoted,” he said, stopping at the end of the stairs while his eyes moved over my tactical gear that was not standard issue for the Marines. “Funny that even when you try to escape the life, you still end up here,” he said with a humorless chuckle, tightening his grip on John, who winced slightly.

			“And here you are,” I said back coldly. Kia and John both looked at me in confusion. No one knew my father was a Caporegime for the Italian Mafia in the States. Had they known, I wouldn’t have gotten as far as I had in the short six years since I decided to join the military. My life was tilting on its axis, and I knew there would be some long explanations to my team in the future if we made it out of this mess.

			“You’re not getting away with our merchandise,” Freddy said, a smirk on his face as he crossed his arms confidently, despite mine and Kia’s guns trained on him and his men.

			“You aren’t leaving this island,” I countered. He laughed. The sound echoed around the fairly sterile space and made my stomach clench.

			“Neither are you,” he said finally, his voice cold. Whatever humor was in his face before melted away as one of the men holding John, a great brute of a man with a deep scar running over his cheek, punched the back of John’s head with such force, I could hear the crack of his skull. 

			And then there was an explosion.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Carmen

			Two Months Later

			I heard the buzzer going off behind me in the kitchen just before the bell chimed, indicating a new customer had just stepped into the coffee shop. It had been a busy morning, but that was to be expected when the suburb was getting flooded with out-of-town friends and family the week of Independence Day. It helped that there was more than one lake nearby, and though it wasn’t nearly as big as the city twenty minutes away, it boasted a fair number of bars and restaurants for visitors to have fun at before they all made their way to the boats and lakeside beaches.

			“I’ll be right with you!” I hollered without looking at the new customer, before dashing back toward the ovens, snatching out the cinnamon rolls before they were ruined, and turning back to the main counter. I normally wouldn’t have made another batch in the middle of such a crazy day by myself, but originally, I wasn’t by myself, and I couldn’t let them go to waste.

			This amount of business wouldn’t have been such a problem if Ingrid had been there with me, but her daughter had gotten sick at summer camp, and there was no one available to sit with her until afternoon closing. Nora was only five, so she couldn’t be left home alone either. Katy, our high school part-timer, had taken this week off because her family was visiting relatives in Florida, so it was just me, manning it all on my own for the next—I checked the watch on the wall—two hours. Great.

			Not that I hadn’t handled something like this before. Ingrid and I had been the only two consistent workers at the coffee shop other than the owner, Liliana, since I moved back home after college. It was easy to slip into the routine of working there, since I had worked there every summer through high school and college. Liliana Lupo graciously gave me a full-time job when my mom got sick. Although it probably helped that Liliana was basically another mother to me. The reason she wasn’t here herself was because she was with my mom, getting scans done to confirm Mama was still in remission. She beat the cancer two years ago, but she still had to get scans every six months to make sure it hadn’t come back.

			I would have gone, but Liliana had been with Mama for the last two scans, and being a very superstitious Italian woman, she was insistent when she said to me, “I’m going. We don’t change anything about the routine, Carmen. You know that! It will come back if we change anything now!” I rolled my eyes at her, but internally I agreed. You don’t mess with tradition or routines, lest you want to bring bad luck down on your family. That was just the way I was raised.

			I took a moment to tighten my ponytail, which was barely holding back my unruly, dark curls, before finally rounding the little wall that separated the kitchen from the front counter. As I did so, I finally took in the new customer who had made their way up from the front door. It felt like the wind had been knocked out of me. 

			Standing on the other side of the counter was my childhood next-door neighbor, Liliana’s youngest son, and my brother Benny’s best friend. 

			Leo. 

			He looked a little different than the last time I had seen him: his face was more weathered and a deep tan adorned his skin, which only seemed to accentuate his dark hair and the sharpness of his features. The military uniform that seemed to be sewn on his strong form also didn’t fall short of being awe-inspiring. There was definitely something about a man in uniform. But the expression on his face was nothing short of the same old Leo I had known most of my life. Mischievous hazel eyes sparkled as a smirk played at the corner of his mouth.

			I wasn’t expecting to see him until much later this evening. We were having dinner together, both our families, to welcome him home. And I was a nervous wreck about it.

			“Same loud mouth that you had before. I’m glad some things never change,” he said, his voice just as deep as it had been when it finally dropped in high school, and hearing it again seemed to hit me straight in my center, causing heat to cascade through my body.

			“What do you want, Leo?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest.

			I’m sure I looked like a frazzled mess. My cheeks were probably flushed with the exertion of doing everything by myself and running myself ragged. It was probably for the best, since he wouldn’t be able to tell my cheeks were heating up just at the sight and sound of him.

			“A coffee, of course. It doesn’t feel like I’ve actually come home without having a cup from Mom’s shop,” he said, letting his white teeth show with a playful grin.

			“And to annoy me?”

			“What makes you think I came here just to see you?” he asked, though his eyes burned with something I had only seen a few times before.

			“Right. Coffee,” I grumbled.

			“It’s almost like you forgot I was coming home,” he said, leaning against the counter so our faces were level.

			“How could I forget, Leo? Our families have been talking about it nonstop since we heard.” 

			We hadn’t heard from him in months, then two months ago we got notice he was being honorably discharged. The elation of him coming home was something I could still feel vibrating in my bones, and even though he was right there in front of me, it almost didn’t seem real. Part of me wished it wasn’t.

			“I missed your emails,” he said as I turned away from him to start the process of getting his favorite coffee made. His voice was quieter that time, but I didn’t show how it affected me.

			I thought I had prepared myself for him being around again. For so long, the only Lupos I ever saw were Liliana, Enzo, and, very rarely, Sal, Leo’s brothers. And though I didn’t see my brother Benny often since he moved back and forth between here and the main city for work, he had been talking and texting nonstop about Leo’s return. Having his best friend gone for essentially the last six years had been hard on him. Leo was moving back with his mom until he figured out what he was going to do post-military.

			He was moving right back next door to me.

			My back was still turned. Though tensed with his words, I went about getting the espresso grounds ready to make the red-eye he always ordered.

			“I didn’t say what I wanted!” he said a little louder, since I had moved down to the machine, tamping down the grounds a bit more aggressively than I normally would have.

			“I’m getting your red eye. The same damn thing you’ve ordered for the last eight years,” I hissed back, shooting him a look since he started farther leaning over the counter to watch me. The amusement didn’t falter from his face.

			“You remember what I like?”

			“How could I forget? You made me make it for you almost every day all summer, every summer when I started working here.”

			“And don’t forget weekends,” he said with a chuckle. My scowl faltered slightly, a little twitch of my own smile making its way to my lips.

			“There she is,” he said quietly again, so only I could hear. The sound flooded me with feelings I shouldn’t have been having, heat creeping up my cheeks at his attention.

			Most of the people in the shop had moved on, and the only few left were engrossed in their own activities. Mary was reading the worn romance novel I think I’d seen her reading no fewer than five times, and Evan was on his laptop, noise-canceling headphones firmly in place.

			“Where I always will be,” I grumbled. 

			He and our combined brothers could come and go as they pleased. Everyone had left at some point for something a bit more grand than the suburb of Lee’s Summit and the larger Kansas City that it was attached to, everyone but me. They all came back; that was proven time and time again, also being the last place to return to, but it still chafed to know they could all go again, and I’d be left waiting for them. 

			Waiting for him. 

			Waiting for something I would never get.

			“Why are you so mad, Little Song?” he asked as I turned my back to him once more to pour the drip coffee into a paper travel cup while the espresso dribbled into the little shot glasses. 

			I cringed at the question and at the use of the familial nickname I’d had since I was little. My name technically meant song, poetry, and truth, and my love of singing at the top of my lungs for most of my childhood definitely lent itself to having the nickname stick.

			But why was I really mad? Other than the fact that instead of catching up during this little lull in business and icing the cinnamon rolls sitting in the back, I was making his coffee—which was always free of charge, of course—was his presence here now, a month since I had last heard from him.

			Perhaps emailing your brother’s best friend regularly while he’s deployed was not such a normal thing for everyone else, but our families had grown up together. I missed him. I was proud of him. I worried about him. So, of course, I had kept my promise and emailed him regularly. Weekly, and sometimes daily, depending on what was going on. I couldn’t tell him everything that went on in our families, not with the delicate nature of his position, and our unfortunate position with whom his father was, but I didn’t want him to feel like he was missing out on anything while he was away. 

			It was all fine. Perhaps I shared too much with him, or confessed how much “we” missed him at family dinners and outings. But I made a critical error the last time we communicated. 

			He had just gotten back to base from his last deployment. He had texted Liliana and Benny, letting them know, and then he texted me. That wasn’t so unusual. The few times he had come back to the States before being redeployed, we’d usually have a few short text conversations, but in the past, I had been busy with school or taking care of Mama. This time had been … different.

			I had been out with my two best friends, twin sisters Rory and Daph, so perhaps I had a few drinks in me and let my inhibitions down just enough that my logical mind took a back seat to the feelings I had kept locked securely within me, and maybe only whispered in the ears of my two best friends.

			[Leo: I’m back in the States. Won’t be long until I get to come home.]

			[Me: When?]

			[Leo: Not too long. A month maybe? They’re giving me time to pack my stuff to ship home first.]

			[Me: Oh yeah, you have a whole apartment, don’t you?]

			[Leo: It’s not much. I never stayed here long enough.]

			I tried to imagine that. I looked around my room. It had been mine since I was a child, but after coming back from college I had made it less a teenager’s room and had gotten rid of a lot of my old stuff. It was all still the same four walls though. I couldn’t really imagine being in his place where there wasn’t much that you even cared to pack.

			[Me: I think it would take me a lot longer than a month to pack just my bedroom.]

			[Leo: The Barbies alone would be a whole week.]

			I laughed quietly, shaking my head.

			[Me: 🙄 You know I don’t have those anymore. I think it was you who took me to donate them when I was 16, Leo.]

			[Leo: 😁]

			[Me: So, show me what you have to pack.]

			I was curious, of course, about the place he had called home for all these years, even if it was only for a brief period of time, but more than that, I wanted to keep our little communication going. It felt so good to text him and have him text me back right away.

			A few minutes later, I got a picture in place of a message. In it were two boxes, still not completely full, a huge military duffle that looked like it was open and ready to be filled, and the suitcase he had taken with him when he left six years ago. But the picture was positioned in front of a large mirror, presumably on the door to his closet, and I got a good look at him, as well as the few things he was planning to bring home.

			He looked different, but not in a bad way. He was in a white undershirt with gray sweatpants. The muscles of his arms looked large, flexing involuntarily in the photo as he raised the phone to capture the few items he was bringing home. The undershirt hugged his cut torso, the white fabric clinging to his tanned skin. He had tattoos now, black ink that snaked up his arms and I could also see the hint of through his shirt on his chest.

			I felt the heat soar through my body at the image, no longer caring whatsoever about what he was bringing home with him.

			[Leo: It’s not much.]

			[Me: Good, then you’ll have plenty of time for me to text you and bother you all the time instead of just sending you all those emails. 😉]

			[Leo: You’re never a bother.]

			[Me: You said differently once upon a time.]

			[Leo: Once upon a time I was stupid & young. That me had no idea how much I’d look forward to an email from you. Or a text.]

			I chewed on my lip for a minute, letting the knowledge that he looked forward to my emails while he had been away sink in with glee. I had worried that I annoyed him, but my anxiousness during the stretches between was always answered by a reply from him. It may have been weeks or months later, but he always let me know he was okay eventually, encouraging me to keep them coming.

			[Me: I’m so glad you’re back in the States. I always feel like a ball of nerves when I’m waiting for you to respond to my emails.]

			[Leo: You are?]

			[Me: I thought that was sort of obvious with how I say “be safe” at the end of every email…]

			[Leo: Sometimes your emails were the only thing that kept me going.]

			My heart fluttered in my chest. The combination of instant gratification of having him text me back so quickly, and what he was saying to me, was doing wonders for my ego.

			But before I could think of something else to say in response, the three little dots popped up, indicating he was typing something else.

			[Leo: Do you miss me, Little Song?]

			I could almost see his playful smirk through the screen, but when I thought of it this time, instead of letting my irritation at the nickname take over any other feelings, the wine from the night with the girls let the other feelings I usually pushed away flood to the front. 

			Did I miss him? 

			So much. Painfully, if I was being honest with myself. The boy I had crushed on for most of my life, while simultaneously being my brother’s coconspirator to torment me, was so very far away, and I had wanted him here. I wanted him safe in our little slice of the suburbs, making me crazy, not almost dying.

			[Me: What if I said I did miss you?]

			[Leo: I’d tell you I miss you too. That I can’t wait to see you again.]

			My heart hammered harder in my chest. But before I could say anything in response, he sent another.

			[Leo: I think I’m looking forward to seeing you again the most.]

			What did that mean? I chewed my lip, trying to rationalize it with my not fully coherent brain, but the warmth that was spreading through me quickly took precedence over any sort of logical thinking.

			[Me: Oh, too bad I didn’t send more interesting material then.]

			[Leo: More interesting?]

			[Me: Maybe I should have sent pictures, just in case you’d forgotten what I look like.]

			[Leo: I could never forget what you look like.]

			I smirked, somehow feeling so confident with the way this exchange was going, loving the surge of flirtatiousness bubbling through me, along with my liquid courage. And before he could say anything more or I could think better of it, I reached my hand up, snapping a selfie that consisted of me laying across my bed, dark curly hair splayed over the pillow, with nothing but my lacy bra on, bottom lip caught between my teeth as I looked into the camera. 

			My finger hit the send button, and immediately my heart went from pounding with eager anticipation to fear.

			What did I just do?

			The dots returned, coming and disappearing several times over the course of several minutes before a text finally came through, my face now hidden in my pillow. I cringed at the sound of the incoming text chime, but looked at it anyway.

			[Leo: Carmen… I don’t want to do this through text.]

			Oh god… what have I done?

			[Me: That was a mistake.]

			My text went out quick. So quick. Too quick.

			[Leo: I’d rather talk to you.]

			[Me: Just delete it.]

			[Leo: Can I call you?]

			I’d rather die than have to feel more embarrassed than I do now. 

			[Me: Delete that. Forget this. I was out with the twins earlier.]

			My phone vibrated with the telltale buzz of an incoming phone call. Leo’s name popped up on my screen. Without another moment to spare, I shut my phone off and threw it on my bedside table, the offensive thing somehow still taunting me from where it sat black and silent.

			The next morning, I turned my phone back on, seeing that I had only one message back from him.

			[Leo: I deleted the photo. I’ll see you when I come home. We can talk then.]

			That was the last thing he said to me. The last time we spoke, and it was over a month ago. I had allowed myself to wallow in self-pity about it for a few weeks, mourning our previous friendship, while also hating that if there had ever been a chance with him, it was now certainly dashed. But I finally shook myself off, steeling myself in the knowledge that I would have to just be brave and strong to face him. He wasn’t going anywhere. He was going to be part of my life forever, so I’d just have to push past this horrible embarrassment … somehow.

			Now he was here. He was standing on the other side of the coffee counter. His face was just as nice as it always had been, angular and stunning with those dark Italian features, his eyes twinkling, his lips saying that stupid nickname. He was still dressed in his uniform, filling it out nicely with what I could only imagine were thick ropes of hard muscle, tattoos I had never seen in person, hidden from sight, making him even more mouthwatering than he had been when he left. And I was still making him his free coffee like I had been since I was a teenager. 

			So why was I so mad, he had asked?

			“It’s been a bad day,” I lied. It had been busy—overwhelming—but nothing about this day could be bad, because Leo was home, safe and whole, even if I had been an idiot. 

			I turned back in time to see his brows crinkled in concern, eyes scrutinizing every little shift in my body. I poured the espresso shot into his cup, setting it in front of him on the counter and trying to paste on a smile that was in no way genuine. 

			“Red eye. Your favorite. Now if you don’t mind, I have some cinnamon rolls to ice,” I said, so desperate to get away from this situation.

			“I think our moms are making dinner together tonight,” he said, snapping a lid over the top of his cup.

			“They always do on Wednesdays, Sundays—”

			“Holidays, and birthdays,” he finished with a little smile. “But this isn’t one of those,” he pointed out, being that it was a Monday and the holiday that had brought in all the business that day wasn’t happening for three more days.

			“Well, you’re home. So that may as well be a holiday,” I said, immediately regretting the fact that I didn’t include “for your mom” in that sentence. His hazel eyes glinted a little at that, clearly having noticed my omission.

			“See you at dinner, Little Song,” he said, that smirk back on his face, before he turned around and strode right back out of the shop. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Carmen

			The rest of the day moved quickly. 4 p.m. came around and I was in the process of closing everything up when Liliana called.

			“It was smooth as a whistle,” she said as a greeting, the sound of her voice slightly muffled by the Bluetooth connection in her car. She had the unfortunate habit of mixing sayings up, but it was something that we all found endearing. Sometimes I wondered if it was on purpose.

			“As usual,” I said, grinning as I tucked the phone between my ear and my shoulder.

			“If it works, don’t mess with it,” she said seriously, only making my smile widen. “How did it go at the shop today? Was it crowded with all the incoming visitors?”

			“I was basically slammed all day,” I confirmed, knowing she’d be pleased. We were open only briefly in the morning tomorrow, then closing the shop for the rest of the week since most people would be heading to lake houses.

			“You? Wasn’t Ingrid supposed to be there?”

			“Nora got sick,” I said as I flipped the switches on the display cases full of sweet treats to turn off the light, glancing around at the front to be sure I didn’t miss something.

			“Oh no! I wish we would have been home,” my mom said. “I would have watched Nora.”

			“Or I could have come in,” Liliana added. 

			“I managed,” I told them as I did a similar sweep of the kitchen. 

			“Are
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