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How the fuck did I end up here? Surely, any man would ask himself the same question if he were in my shoes. 

Except I’m not just any man. 

And this is not a normal situation.

On the bed in front of me is the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met—even with the scowl on her face—and I’ve been tasked with getting her across the border and home to the United States.

I’m also the man who brought her to Mexico and put her in this dangerous situation with the most powerful cartel in the country.

Who I work for.

Kind of. 

To my credit, I’ve saved Isabelle’s life multiple times already. She’s not aware of exactly how much danger she is in now that Pablo Garcia has decided she’s worth a lot of money. 

If I have my way, she never will.

In a nutshell, Isabelle is pretty naïve, and that will either keep her alive or get her killed. And me along with her. 

We’re halfway to the border, and while she’s driving me insane, I’d destroy anyone who tried to touch her. 

Including you, asshole?

Fuck.

I need to keep my hands to myself. To be fair, I did it to save her life. It worked, but...well, let me start at the beginning.

My name is Decker Adams. I’m a U.S. Marine. I’ve been undercover in the Mexican Cartel in Sinaloa for six years.

Six long fucking years.

I work for Connor Barrett, CEO of Barrett Industries. Billionaire. Former Marine. And a fellow Dark King.

Connor and I, along with Nathan and Mack, formed the Dark Kings just over six years ago to seek revenge on the mafia. Those who had hurt the ones we loved. And between us, we have done a lot of good things. 

Along with a lot of bad things.

The reality, though, is at some point you realize no matter how many snake heads you cut off, there’s another dozen in the bushes waiting to take its place.

Mafias exist as part of society because we have broken fucking people. And those people keep breeding and fucking up little people.

Rinse and repeat.

But I digress. I’m getting to the part where I touched Isabelle. Her moist hot...

Stop.

I turn away from those sexy, piercing eyes as she watches me press the mobile phone to my ear, and I wait for Mack to answer. 

“Who are you calling?” Isabelle asks.

“Just wait,” I reply impatiently.

The last time I saw any of the Dark Kings was at the Mancini Mansion in Long Island, during Connor and Mia’s wedding—yes, he married the fucking mafia princess—as gunfire broke out. At Nathan’s request, I ran out of the venue with Isabelle in my arms.

“Decker,” Mack grunts as he finally answers.

Thank fuck.

“I’ve got the girl,” I say. “Shit has blown up here. We’re heading to the border, but Garcia has cartel members everywhere. Let her fr—” 

“My friends. Mia and Sienna!” Isabelle cries as I turn slightly, and she leaps off the bed and tries to climb up my massive six-foot-four frame to get the phone. 

For fuck's sake.

I know she’s scared, and I’m trying to be patient, but between the intense sexual tension between us and being on the run, I’m running short right now.

“Let me talk,” I grunt, scooping her up and placing her back on the bed.

“Izzy!” a female voice cries through the phone, and I rub my forehead with two fingers as Isabelle leaps up again.

“Sen! Sen! Is that you?” 

I take a step back because having a blue-eyed blonde clawing at your pecs when you want to toss her back on the bed and spread her thighs is not conducive to saving the fair maiden.

And I’m not a knight in shining fucking armor. 

“Mack? You still there?” I grumble as I glare at Isabelle in a dark warning. 

She pouts. 

“Where are you, man?” Mack replies.

“Izzy?” 

Okay, this time, both Isabelle and I share a surprised look.

Mia had been shot and neither of us knew if she’d lived.

“Mia! Oh my God.” Isabelle’s eyes well up and she wipes at them angrily. Then she adds, “Please come and save me from this monster.”

My brows shoot up.

What.

The.

Fuck.

“Are you kidding me right now? I saved your ungrateful ass,” I growl as she comes for the phone again. “Stop it. I’m two hundred and forty pounds. Just sit the fuck down.”

She slaps at me as I point at the bed.

Lord, give me patience.

“Listen, I’m bringing Isabelle home. If I don’t kill her myself first. Give me a few days. If you don’t hear from me by then, I’ll need an evac.”

“Roger that,” Connor says to me. 

“Get your ass home in one piece,” Nathan adds, letting me know he’s there.

I hang up quickly and slide the phone into my pocket. 

Isabelle glares at me, then snaps. “Happy?”

“No, I’m not fucking happy. That was an important call to my team, not a FaceTime with the girls.”

She sighs.

Like I’m a pain in her ass.

I never asked for this. Goddamn Nathan. I blame him for this. He should have taken Isabelle with him. I should have walked away.

It’s put her life in extreme danger. And it’s messed up my plans. I wasn’t ready to leave the cartel. Not just yet. 

Well, it’s not that simple. 

“Let’s go,” I say and reach for her.

“Stop doing that. I can walk without you holding my hand. I’m hardly going to run away.”

Good point. But I like touching her and the truth is I’m responsible for her life and not sure she won’t run away.

She has no passport and no understanding of how far Pablo Garcia’s reach is in Mexico.

“Let’s just call the police.” 

I shake my head. “If you do, you’ll be dead in an hour.” 

“If you hadn’t kidnapped me, I’d be back in New York City drinking a mochaccino in central park.” Isabelle retorts.

I stop and turn, frowning down at her.

First, for the record, I did not kidnap her. Secondly, she’s wrong.

“Sweetheart, you’d be six feet under with a bullet wound in your chest if I hadn’t taken you.”

I don’t know if that’s true, but there’s a strong possibility. All hell broke loose at the Mancini wedding and a rogue gangster began shooting. We thought Mia was dead and many of her family members were lying in pools of their own blood when we ran.

Isabelle was one of Mia's bridesmaids. 

“Maybe,” she mumbles.

“Come on,” I place my hand on the small of her back and she softens. 

I fight the urge to pull her into my arms. 

I’ve known Izzy for five days and my feelings are all over the show. The need to protect her is fighting for precedence with my other priorities. All four of the Dark Kings have very personal reasons for doing what we’re doing—being undercover in the mafia world—and I have mine. 

Except now, I’ll never have my revenge because my cover is blown. It was either that or sit back and watch Isabelle... well, perhaps it’s better if I start at the beginning. 
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FIVE DAYS AGO

The Mancini Wedding—Long Island
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I haven’t seen Nathan for months, even though we are both Dark Kings. That’s what happens when you are both undercover.

However, we served together in the Marines for years, so I know him like a brother. 

Something is up.

I can see the tension in his shoulders and not because at least six mafia families and celebrity guests are currently seated on the Mancini mansion's lawn waiting for Joe Mancini’s daughter to walk down the aisle.

To marry our best friend, Connor.

Who looks equally fucking stressed.

As does Mack, another fellow Dark King, who is standing up as his best man.

I lean against the fence, my sunglasses covering my eyes, and act like I don’t give a fuck.

I do, but I can’t.

Pablo Garcia, the head of the Mexican Cartel—and my boss - is a few feet away from me, and, as far as he’s concerned, I don’t know these men. 

Well, that’s not entirely true. 

Nathan and I have crossed paths in our undercover roles a few times and moments ago, we acknowledged each other casually.

It’s a carefully refined act. 

Once every couple of months, we try to catch up in NYC at the Dark Kings headquarters, where we get to let down our guard, have a few beers, and they get their ass kicked at pool by me. 

Then, we do a debrief on where things are at this time.

So, I do give a fuck because these are my boys.

I sense a volatile situation, and I don’t love that I’m in the dark here. 

Hell, even if we weren’t private undercover agents, this event is a delicate one with all the mafia families in attendance. 

As highly trained Marines, we can take care of ourselves. But we’re not immortal and there are a lot of innocent people here, including the staff, celebrities, politicians, and media.

I tug down my brown vest, feeling ridiculous. I look like an actor from a 1960s gangster film, complete with a Fedora. Except I have about fifty pounds more muscle. 

But here we are. 

I signed up for this undercover gig and must play the part. The ladies don’t seem to have a problem with the outfit - I’ve already had a few appreciative looks. 

And one wink.

Nice, but I don’t fuck gangster chicks, so no thanks.

Nathan glances at me through his dark sunglasses and, casually chewing his toothpick, asks. “You fly in?”

He’s gathering data. 

I nod toward Pablo. “On the Garcia jet.”

“Staying long?”

I shrug.

Our conversation is being listened to by others and he knows I wouldn’t give him those details. But it’s the sort of thing another mafia would ask.

Information is king.

Our mafia families are not friendly, but this is business. Pablo’s invite was expected, as was his attendance.

Juan, a fellow cartel member, shoots me a smirk, thinking I’m evading Nathan’s questioning so I send him one back.

Then the music kicks up and the wedding coordinators start guiding guests to their seats. Pablo follows two of the senior Mancini family members he spoke with, while Juan and I and two other cartel members stick to the sidelines. We’re here to protect Pablo, after all.

I watch Nathan scan the guests. He’s looking for someone. Someone important. 

Jesus, what is going on?

I watch Connor, who, like me, looks deadly calm, but I doubt he is. The fact the woman he loves is about to walk down the aisle is freaking me the fuck out.

Fuck this. If something is going to blow, I need to know. 

“What’s going on?” I ground out.

“Fucking everything,” Nathan replies under his breath. “Mancini’s second. It’s him.”

I force my eyebrows to stay where they are even though they threaten to fly up.

Him?

There is only one him. Carlos. The same man we’ve all been hunting him for six long years.

Carlos is the mob boss, Joe Mancini’s second?

Mia’s father.

Holy shit.

“Gabrielle Russo?” I voice my surprise.

When Nathan nods, I curse.

“Jesus fucking Christ.” I run a hand over my mouth. “Where is he?”

When Nathan shakes his head ever so slightly, 

I connect the dots. No wonder all three of them are so tense. They don’t know where he is.

We’ve finally found Carlos and they’ve lost him. 

Does he know he’s been ousted?

Fucking hell. 

We’re all standing out in the open at one of the most volatile gangster weddings of the decade. Connor’s archenemy is the most trusted member of the Mancini mafia; for all I know, he’s aware of who we are.

Who I am.

Holy fucking hell. 

The violinist starts playing the intro to the wedding march, letting us know the bridal party is on the way. 

My brain is still spinning. 

Nathan turns to the wall, feigning a cough. “Whatever happens, stay back. I’m compromised and this could turn to shit at any point. But... it was good seeing you, bro.” 

What?

Compromised, and yet he’s standing right here.

Obviously, a lot has gone down over the last few days, and that’s all the update I’m going to get. But what I do know is that he has no problem breaking cover if shit breaks loose and Nathan’s advice to stay back is his way of telling me I can remain undercover should I choose.

I do choose. 

One of the biggest shipments of human trafficking I’ve learned of is about to arrive in Mexico. Nothing is going to stop me from saving those women.

And probably children.

The corner of my lip lifts in disgust. 

Then I wipe it away.

This is why I’m still in Mexico.

After six years, I honestly thought Carlos was a ghost. That we would never find him, but apparently, I was wrong. Meanwhile, I’ve been working to make amends for my past.

Taking responsibility for a decision I’ll always regret.

“Got it,” I say as Nathan slides his hands into his pockets and turns to lean back on the fence again. 

I uncross and cross my ankles, all whatever. 

The wedding party starts walking down the aisle. Leading the way is a cute little dark-haired girl tossing petals around, amusing the guests. Then the bridesmaids—

Woah.

“Fuck me. Who is that?” I push away from the wall and take in the gorgeous blonde.

She looks like an angel. A naughty angel, I realize as her eyes connect with mine. I smirk at her as I tip my hat, and she grins. Then she continues her walk towards Mack and Connor and my eyes don’t leave her for a second. 

Why would I when I get to watch her gorgeous ass? 

I’m sure my dick just broke the world record for the fastest and hardest erection.

I realize I vaguely know who she is—because of my role as a Dark King—she’s Mia’s normal friend. By that, I mean she’s not a gangster chick. Meaning she’s fair play later when the party starts.

And here I thought today was going to be boring.

That is if Carlos stays away, and shit doesn’t go down.

Nathan shoots me a don’t go there look, but seconds later he shares a heated look with the other bridesmaid. Sienna. 

Looks like bridesmaids are on the menu tonight.

Excellent. 

Then I notice she appears like someone has just shot her cat. One more glance at Nathan, and he uncharacteristically shows a hint of emotion. 

“Dude, what did you do?”

“I didn’t stay away.” He replies dryly. “Don’t be me. Mia is from this world. Sienna and Isabelle are not.”

Which is exactly why I’m interested. That and the naughty smile she gave me sent fire to my groin. 

I follow her steps, and when she turns to face the crowd, her wild little eyes slide to mine again, and I know I’m not staying away.

Hell no.

That she’s not from this world is precisely the reason I’ll be dragging her tight ass out back and seeing if she’s as sassy as those eyes pretend to be.

When the crowd gasps, everyone turns to look at the bride. Mia Mancini. 

The mafia princess.

I drift my eyes around the property, fighting the chill on the back of my neck, knowing Carlos, the man who slaughtered Connor’s family, is here somewhere.

I’m not really into weddings, but even I can’t ignore how beautiful the bride looks. Mia is in a vast, strapless, white, almost sparkling gown with a long veil. She has glossy lips and a huge diamond necklace that lays against her tanned Italian olive skin. 

Joe Mancini looks like the powerful mafia boss he is as Mia takes his arm and the wedding march begins.

Nathan tenses beside me.

One glance at Connor and he’s starry-eyed at his bride as he should be, but something in the air, a heaviness, has descended. My instinct is screaming at me to move.

“Something's not right,” I growl.

“I know,” Nathan replies.

I glance at Isabelle, not liking how exposed she is. I don’t even know her, but who else is looking out for her if this all turns to shit? 

As Mia approaches her groom, both Nathan and I stand up a little taller. I watch as he glances between Sienna and the house.

What are they looking at?

I get my answer when Mia is about two steps from Connor, because a second later, chaos erupts.

It’s like a slow-motion movie in my mind.

Nathan’s mouth opens to cry out as the first pop sounds. 

As Marines, that quiet sound is deadly, and we both drop to the ground on instinct as we watch Mia’s body shudder violently.

Connor flies across the space between them as she collapses into his arms.

Holy fuck.

The violinist screeches to a stop and Isabelle screams as my feet start moving without thought towards her.

Hundreds of weapons click around me - there are a fuck ton of them here because, well, it’s a gangster wedding - as people scream and begin running for their lives. 

Nathan is beside me as he leaps for Sienna, and then, as I pull the Glock from my holster, my body lands on Isabelle.

“Stay down,” I growl, covering her as gunfire sounds around me.

With eyes on Nathan, I look up to see if Mack and Connor are hit. That’s when I hear the roar coming from Connor as he holds his bride in his arms. 

Jesus.

They killed the mafia princess.
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I can’t breathe.

I’m not sure if I’m dead or if there’s something heavy on top of me. I can hear screaming and gunshots, so I’m hoping this isn’t heaven because it’s not at all what I imagined. 

Then again, I was enormously excited to find out my best friend was in the mafia. Well, she’s not actually in the mafia. She was born into—Mia? 

It all comes back to me in a terrifying rush. Mia was just shot.

Pop, pop, pop.

Oh my God. I could be next. I need to move, so I begin to shove and wriggle under whatever is on top of me.

“Help. Get it off me,” I pant anxiously.

“Stay down,” a masculine voice growls.

“I can’t—” Breathe.

He—whoever he is—moves slightly. That’s when I see all the blood and let out a cry. There’s so much blood—an entire pool of it around Mia.  

An anguished, ugly sound leaves my throat as I realize she’s dead. She has to be. No one can bleed that much and remain alive.

I can’t see, as Connor is throwing himself over her. Mia’s father, Joe Mancini, the mafia boss, lies beside her, lifeless.

“Izzy!” Sienna calls out to me.

Oh, thank goodness, she’s alive. 

“Sen! I’m here!” I yell.

“Fuck,” the man on top of me mutters as Connor scoops Mia up into his arms and runs away with her. Mack, his security guy and best man, follows.

“What are they doing?” I cry out, panicked. “Don’t leave me!”

“Shit.” Nathan, one of the Mancini soldiers, grunts. “We won’t all fit in the chopper. Deck, take Isabelle,” 

What?

Who is Deck?

Take me where?

“No,” I start to say as Nathan adds, “Get her out of here to somewhere safe and call Mack in forty-eight hours.”

“Got it,” Deck says from on top of me.

Gunfire continues around us and while I am beginning to realize this Deck guy protected me, I am absolutely not going anywhere with him. 

I start to wriggle to get away from him, but firm hands hold me.

“Sienna! Help”

“What? No, she needs to come with us,” she cries out.

Exactly.

“We need to move.” Deck says, lifting me like I’m a bag of potatoes. That’s when I realize he’s the gorgeous-looking gangster I smiled at while walking down the aisle.

Stupid, stupid, stupid.

Hey God, listen, I was just kidding when I said I wanted a gangster. It. Was. A. Joke.

If there is a god, he or she knows the pledge I’ve already made. 

Reluctantly. 

So, I’m not in any position to order a dark-haired, broad-shouldered, bad boy with dazzling silver eyes.

Even if he is trying to kidnap me. 

“Do as I tell you, and if anyone asks, my name is Dex. Got it?” he grinds out.

I’m hardly in any position to argue, tucked under his arm and staring at the blood-soaked lawn as he carries me out of the gunfire, so I don’t answer. Mostly because I think I’m going to vomit.

And also, because he’s obviously stronger than me and getting me out of the line of fire.

However, when we get out of here, he can let me go.

I can’t believe Connor left Sienna and me with these gangsters. 

Dex sounds American to me, but he’s either with the Mexicans, Russians, Irish, or Italians. What do I know? I’m a dental assistant from New York who just wants to go home.

I can’t believe I thought all of this was incredibly exciting and romantically dramatic. Well, fuck that. I was wrong.

Suddenly, I’m dropped to my feet and hauled up against Dex’s hard body and I let out a little gasp.

His eyes dart down to me and there is a dark heat in them, sending a shot of electricity through me. 

Oh, boy. This isn’t good.

He’s one very hot man and much larger than my five foot five—he has to be at least six four—so this should feel intimidating, but it doesn’t.

All I can think is how incredible it would be to have sex with a man like this. He’s everything I can’t have and shouldn’t have.

Bad Isabelle.

Which is the point. But not the time.

“You hear what I said?” He lifts my chin, his eyes darting between mine and the chaos around us. 

I nod. “Yes, but—” 

“Good. Don’t speak unless you have to. I will get you home.” He says, then someone calls his name. “Crap, let’s go.”

He curses repeatedly as we run towards the gates of the mansion while they roll open.

I hear police and fire sirens. Oh, thank God. I slow down and Dex yanks me into his side, shooting me a look. He halts for a moment as if considering what to do. Then, that same man calls out.

“Dex, amigo, the fuck. Let’s go.” 

“Sorry, sweetheart, you have to come with,” he says, sweeping me off my feet and running like a madman while I scream.

“Let me down!” I pound at his chest, arms, and back.

While my heart pounds, terror running through my veins, I’m tossed into the back of an SUV and Dex is climbing in after me.

More men jump in, and Dex wraps his arm around me, covering my mouth.

“Stay quiet, and I’ll keep you alive,” he grunts into my ear.

Like a deer in the headlights, I sit with his massive hand over my mouth and watch the doors slam closed. Then the tires are squealing as the driver floors it.

My body presses into Dex’s, and this time, there is no spark.

A man in the front shifts, and his eyes dart between Dex and me. “I see you got yourself a souvenir.”

An icy dread runs down my spine. Not only because of the crude words, but the dark glint in his eyes and cruel tilt of his lips tells me he is not a good man. He has the same energy about him as Joe Mancini, and I know with every inch of my being that I should be terrified of him. 

“You know me. I don’t like to miss an opportunity.” Dex shrugs, but I feel him press an inch closer.

Taking ownership.

Well, fuck that. I don’t belong to these men, and I need to get away. I need to get home. Because I do belong to someone...or I will be soon.

I glance at the doors and see they’re locked. The vile man laughs at me and turns his back. 

“We will share in your little gift when we get home,” he says and turns up the music.

Spanish.

Oh shit.

I’ve been taken by the Mexican Cartel.
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What the hell was Nathan thinking? That I was going to call an Uber and escort Isabelle home to Manhattan. Have coffee and cake, then wish her well and head back to Mexico to continue my job with the cartel?

For fuck's sake.

Out of all the Dark Kings, he should know. 

But then again, who else? Connor and Mack had run off getting Mia out of there. I will assume she wasn’t dead, or Connor would have grabbed an Uzi and started shooting people.

An assumption, though.

She might be.

So, with Nathan taking care of Sienna, a woman it’s clear he has a history with, he tasked me with getting Isabelle to safety.

Well, I fucked that up.

Diego, the prick, saw me with her and my only option was to get in the goddamn vehicle. Anything else would have raised questions.

And one thing gangsters don’t do well is trust.

It’s the number one rule I’ve stuck with to stay alive for the past six years, and I wasn’t going to risk Isabelle or my life by making up some BS excuse at the moment.

Now she’s sitting next to me on Pablo’s jet, shaking like a leaf and thinks I’m one of them. Which right now is a good thing. It will keep her alive.

Whether Nathan had asked or not, of course, I’m going to keep her alive. 

Keeping her safe is another thing.

I know what happens when we get home.

If she knew, she’d be a million times more terrified, and rightly so.

It’s taking every inch of my control learned in the Marines and as an undercover to look deadly calm. Instead of leaping up and slitting the throat of every man around me.

But I can’t.

I have too much to lose. I have women relying on me to save their lives—two hundred of them. Isabelle being here has thrown a huge spanner in the works.

I’ll find a way to help them all, but she’s going to need to follow my every direction. 

Honestly, I have no idea how this is going to pan out. This is a highly dangerous situation, but like I said, I have to protect her.

I will protect her.

I won’t let history repeat itself.

Not this time 

My fingers itch to grab the knife strapped to my ankle and the Glock in my holster. The latter not a smart choice while we’re twenty thousand feet in the air.

Instead, I settle in for the long flight back to Mexico.

Pablo dozes off, his cigar filling the fucking aircraft. I’m so over that toxic shit. I’m looking forward to the day I never see his ugly mug again.

Jose and Diego, his senior men, lounge across from him. One of their legs kicks out, and I hear ice cubes in a glass.

I turn to Isabelle and nudge her water across the table. She glares at me, but there is only fear in her eyes.

“Drink. You need to stay hydrated,” I say quietly.

Across from us, Miguel, another soldier, snorts.

Fucker.

He knows she will be on the menu when we get home. I lift my face and smirk knowingly at him. Because that’s what Dex would do. Decker the Marine wants to crush his testicles while I put a bullet in the side of his head.

Jose catches our exchange and shakes his head, grinning as he rests his head back against the black leather. 

We have hours of flight left and I need to strategize a way out of this. Hopefully, everyone will sleep and leave me alone. 

“Where are we going?” Isabelle asks me, her voice shaking.

I hate the terror on her face and how she looks at me like I’m to blame. She’s not wrong.

I wish I could turn back time and watch her standing at the ceremony looking so goddamn pretty and innocent. She still does, but fear does something to a person’s expression. 

It hardens it.

She’s in survival mode: fight or flight.

I wonder which one she’d choose.

“Across the border,” I answer quietly, dipping my head. “Do as I say, and you will be fine.”

Her wide eyes stare at me, not believing a word I say. She shouldn’t. It was a lie.

She won’t be fine.

“I want to go home,” her voice shakes, and I grit my teeth against the natural instinct to protect her.

Which, at this point, I am not doing.

Just like I didn’t protect Chloe. 

She’s the reason I joined the Dark Kings and went undercover. Yes, it was to help Connor find Carlos, but also because I have karma to pay back.

A need to protect those who have no one else. 

It’s my job. I’ve always known that. 

While I was in the Middle East fighting with Nathan and Connor, my mother called to say that Chloe had disappeared. 

Chloe is my cousin. My aunt’s daughter. 

Was.

She was three years younger than me. When we were little, Chloe was an annoying little girl who followed me everywhere. By the time we were in our late teens, she was one of my best friends. 

She was like the sister I never had. In fact, it didn’t matter if she was my sister or not, I was her protector.

Or her brick wall, as Chloe liked to call me.

Fair enough, I’m six-four and two hundred and forty pounds. Even back then, I was a big guy, putting on muscle fast being a college football player.

And yes, Chloe was a cheerleader. 

Perfect blonde hair, toothy grin, blue eyes, and innocent. At least when it came to the darker side of life.

This was why I lost my fucking mind when, thirty days after her disappearance, the police advised us Chloe was taken by one of the cartels during a holiday in Florida. 

A team of Homeland Security officers had tracked her and a dozen other women to a warehouse near the border, where they lost them. Two months later, there was word some of the girls were seen in Russia. 

Working as sex slaves in an underground club.

By that point, I was full of fury.

My Chloe.

Connor had pinned me down and poured whisky down my throat for a goddamn hour to stop me from walking my way to Russia.

Deep down, I knew the truth. By the time any of us got to Chloe, she’d either be dead or so fucked up her life would never be the same.

I was right.

Three days later, I got the call. An undercover group of operatives busted the operation and retrieved the girls. 

When they found Chloe, she was so doped up on drugs she died hours later. She’d been brutally raped, beaten, and drugged for months. She was malnourished and had multiple broken bones and they think she had a brain injury.

I screamed and cried until my throat was raw.

What was left was a desire for vengeance so rich I still feel it in every vein in my body. 

Nathan and Connor never left my side during those days. Not long after that, we shared our common stories of pain inflicted on those we loved by the mafia and how the Dark Kings were birthed. 

I made a promise to Chloe back in the desert that night. I’d never let any other woman be harmed as she had if I had the power.

I don’t know if I’ve kept that promise to the letter, but I’ve fucking tried.

The Garcia Cartel deals in drugs, weapons, and sex trafficking regularly. At times, I’ve been able to feed information back to Connor's contacts, helping us save thousands of women and children over the years. 

Whenever I think it’s time to get out of this undercover gig, I see another Chloe looking at me with doped-up blue eyes and I can’t leave.

The guilt weighs so heavily on me. You see, Chloe begged me not to go into the Marines. She’d always been terrified I’d be killed.

Ironically.

I lost count of how many hours I spent telling her about our training and how she had to have more faith in me. Hell, I used to pick her up and carry her around for strength training. 

For fun.

I loved to hear her giggle.

Now, I live with significant regret and the knowledge that being a Marine was my calling. It’s a mindfuck. 

But some days, I wish I’d never signed up. 

Never left Texas. 

Never left Chloe. 

Who knows, maybe she would have fallen in love with one of my friends and I would have attended her wedding. Maybe I’d be watching her loud, annoying kids run around my yard and unwrapping some gifts I’d bought for them. 

Maybe I’d be a cop or firefighter or something that would’ve kept me in Texas, so she’d never gone to Florida with her girlfriends that week.

So many fucking maybes. 

I’ve visited her grave four times since returning from the Middle East. I figure she’d rather I help other girls like her than sit on a piece of dirt talking to her corpse. 

Now I’m responsible for a beautiful young woman who doesn’t look all that different from my best friend landing in the hands of the cruel and dangerous cartel once fucking more.

Fuck!

If this shipment of women wasn’t arriving in Mexico, I could get Isabelle and me out of this much faster. But I can’t desert them.

I won’t. 

So how the hell do I do both?

Isabelle is watching me like I’m both her captor and a lifeline. I need to get her as far away from these dangerous men as fast as possible. 

“Sure, we’ll get you home,” I say dryly, as Jose smirks across from me, his eyes still closed.

Mother fucker. 

––––––––
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IT’S THE NEXT day when we land, and a few more hours after that when the gates of Pablo’s Culiacán sweeping mansion swing open. 

We drive past the hundreds of palm trees towards the vibrant golden home, and I glance down at our guest. Isabelle is a shaking mess. She’s got tracks down her face from crying, and despite my insistence, she’s barely eaten or drunk anything. I had to drag her to the bathroom at one point and make her piss. 

I still don’t know if she did. All I heard was sobbing.

I didn’t dare break cover because I don’t trust she’ll believe me or open her mouth and get us killed. 

Her fear is grating on my nerves, but I’d rather she hates me and live to tell me later.

As the car pulls to a stop in front of the monstrous colonial-style villa, everyone jumps into action. Our doors are opened, the trunk unloaded, and armed cartel members move into position to guard Pablo as he climbs out of the car.

They don’t guard us. We’re there to protect Pablo.

Gina Garcia, his wife, stands at the entrance of the house dressed to the nines with her handbag hanging from her arm.

“Why are you home?” she asks, shooting Isabelle a look and snarling.

She presses into my side for protection, and I slip my arm around her back and possessively rest a hand on her hip. Almost naturally.

Her warmth snakes its way through my body noticeably despite the heat in the air.

“Enough. She’s Dex’s toy,” Pablo growls, patting Gina’s ass as he walks to her and smacks an audible kiss on her lips. “Get upstairs and wait for me.”

“I am going out,” Gina argues.

“Not now, you aren’t,” Pablo growls, and Gina turns in a huff and walks upstairs. 

I’ve never witnessed any real love between them, but Pablo is very protective of Gina. It's more like she’s a favorite car than the love of his life, though.

I lead Isabelle inside the house with its high wood-beamed ceilings and open-plan rustic feel. I hate that it feels like home after all these years. But it is. My body and mind know it like the back of my hand. Something that will serve me well in the coming days as I navigate this fucking situation Nathan has put me in.

Goddamn you.

I’m starting to think Isabelle would’ve been safer lying on the Mancini lawn with gunfire going off around her than she is right now. 

The chances of her not being a target were pretty high there. What are the chances of her not being a target now?

Absolutely zero.

“Do as I say.” I lean down into her hair, my hand gripping her arm.

“Dex, please. I need to go home,” she whimpers.

I grit my teeth.

Jose slaps me on the back and walks past. “Go clean her up. You know the drill.” 

Shit.

“No, I need to get out of here. Please, just let me go,” Isabelle cries.

I grip her arm and, through my clenched teeth, say, “Stop making a scene. You’re just making it worse, for fuck's sake.”

Isabelle begins to scream and kick at me.

Goddamn it.

My eyes follow Pablo, who is walking behind the employee carrying his luggage upstairs. He turns and watches Isabelle’s tantrum.

Fuck!

There was a slight chance he could’ve forgotten about Isabelle while he fucked Gina for an hour or two, but that door had just slammed closed.

I see it in his dark, evil eyes as they latch onto Isabelle, who I’ve now got pressed against my front with a hand over her mouth. 

“Bring her to the den,” Pablo says over his shoulder and then continues climbing the stairs. “I want her clean.”

My heart dies a little inside.

If only she had trusted me.

But then again, why would she?
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ISABELLE
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“You need to listen to me very carefully,” Dex says as we stand face to face in what I assume is his bathroom. 

I’m shaking so hard my teeth keep chattering.

He keeps saying he’s going to keep me safe, but that’s bullshit. He’s the one who dragged me into that car and the reason I’m in another country with men looking at me like I’m their next meal.

“Please, let me go. I can just run if you let me out of the gate.”

As he’s done a handful of times, he glances away and curses.

“You don’t want to do this. Please, help me!” I beg.

He grips my throat and lifts my face to his as heat rushes through me. I hate that I’m so attracted to him despite the situation. 

Not just hate; I’m ashamed of it.

I mean, he’s undeniably a very gorgeous and powerful man, but my downstairs bits need to get a goddamn life. How on earth can they be attracted to a man who is manhandling me like this and has stolen me? 

“Fuck, I’m trying to help you. Listen, you’re safe with me, but as I’ve said about four hundred times, you must stay quiet and do as I say,” Dex grounds out.

Is he out of his mind?

“Safe? Safe?” I ask incredulously, looking around at the bathroom. “I’m in Mexico with gangsters!”

I feel sick to my stomach at how I thought all of this mafia stuff was fun. Sienna tried to tell me it was dangerous, but that was when we were under the protection of Connor Barrett and all his security.

Now I have no one.

Except this hot gangster who keeps telling me I can trust him.

Over my dead body.

Which it might be. 

Why did Nathan tell him to take me? I know Sienna was sleeping with him, but that doesn’t give him the right to hand me over to the Mexican Cartel. 

I can’t think straight.

I’ve been kidnapped, and a scary man wants me clean. I don’t even want to know what that means.  I suppose telling him I’m a virgin and have promised my innocence to someone is not going to change anything.

Nope.

Even I’m not that naïve. 

God, what a mess.

Yes, I’m a virgin. Nobody knows. Well, except me and my ‘betrothed’, Todd Witherspoon. It’s not something I am proud of... or ashamed of. And I don’t have a choice.

He has me over a barrel. 

While I’d like to have sex, and hate that Todd has manipulated me, there’s no one who has tempted me to risk what I have to lose.

So, it is what it is.

Now I’m wondering if that choice will be taken from me.

“Get in the shower,” Dex says, shoving a towel at me. “I’ll be right outside the door, so make sure you don’t waste any time trying to escape.”

Damn.

That was one of my plans.

Except I’m dehydrated and feeling weak from no food and barely any water for hours. So, my chances of outrunning this extremely muscular and very beautiful-looking man and all the other armed men on the property are slim.

Okay, fine, zero.

“If you leave this room, you’ll either be shot on sight or taken to Pablo, who will shoot you himself,” Dex says, confirming my suspicions.

I hug the towel close to my chest. “Aren’t you taking me to him, anyway?”

Dex stares at me for a long moment and I see a flicker in his eyes. Then he says, with a hint of what I think is regret, “Yes.”

Does he feel guilty? 

Does he want me for himself?

I might be a virgin, but I’m well aware of what chemistry feels like and there is a truckload of it between us. I’m trembling from fear and this intensity between us.
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