
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: image]


Dark Hearts Aflame

 

Amber Daulton


Dark Hearts Aflame © 2025 Amber Daulton

First Edition

Published by Daulton Publishing

Cover Art by Satin Rose Designs

 

All rights reserved under the International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, organizations, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

Warning: the unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in prison and a fine of $250,000.

NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Dark Hearts Aflame 

[image: image]




A drug lord on the run. A cartel princess in hiding. All it takes is a spark to set their world ablaze.

 

Bristol Rieger left his criminal life behind for a fresh start in Mexico. Flying under the radar of the government and the cartels alike, his best-laid plans go awry when a woman from his narco days discovers his whereabouts. Carmen Lozano, however, is no longer the innocent girl he remembers.

Carmen escaped the chains of her tiara and her abusive marriage to join a group of resistance fighters. The last thing she expected was the now-retired capo setting out to seduce her with his wicked touch. Embracing the blood on his hands is easy, but his secrets wear on her patience.

When their enemies close in, Bristol will have to summon his inner monster to protect her. But can that monster be tamed again?
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“Another beer, por favor!” The stranger slammed his empty mug on the bar top and gestured at the bartender. “Hurry, now. Do ya speak American?”

Bristol Rieger tsked. The foolish man was going to get himself killed.

As the scowling bartender waited on the idiot, Bristol pushed his empty plate aside and leaned back against the hard bench seat. Shadows embraced him in welcome anonymity, the burned-out light bulb above his booth a godsend.

The roadside cantina was packed with migrant workers and locals, the stench of body odor mingling with the tantalizing aroma of spices and grilled meat. The drone of the televised sports game drowned out the patrons’ chatter and the clank of silverware in soothing white noise.

Bristol hadn’t ventured far from his motel room in the weeks since he’d come to Juarez, Mexico, from El Paso. Still, tempting discovery was preferable to eating another bland-as-fuck microwaved burrito. With his belly full of rice, beans, and steak, he nursed his glass of mezcal and shifted his downcast gaze from the beaded curtain that blocked the hallway near his booth to the main door across the room, and back again. There had to be an exit down that hall, or at least a restroom window he could crawl out of if he needed a fast escape.

He chuckled softly. How the mighty had fallen. From a well-respected drug lord in a massive criminal organization to a fugitive now hiding out in the slums like a rat, he was every bit that rat. His chest tightened. He set his glass down on the table with a hard clank, the weight of his guilt an ever-gnawing reminder of his mistakes.

Fuck, I should feel better than this.

For two years, he’d worked with the Drug Enforcement Administration to bring down Onyx—the largest manufacturer and distributor of methamphetamine in the southwestern United States. Onyx had been his life since he was a child—his family’s legacy, as his departed father often called it—but years of drug running and violence had blackened his soul beyond repair. Freedom was at hand. Maybe he could find some semblance of peace or even redemption in whatever new life he built for himself.

Not that he deserved it after all the shit he’d done.

Anxiety burned through him. As he slung back his drink, the wash of liquid fire burned his throat in numbing waves. His baseball cap tipped up, and he quickly tugged it back over his eyes. Several law enforcement agencies wanted him in their clutches, despite his assistance to the DEA. Anyone could recognize him since the feds had plastered his headshots all over the web and on several TV news stations, so he’d shaved off his signature goatee and tossed aside his high-dollar suits for lackluster pants and shirts to blend in with the public.

“You call this piss beer?” the man at the bar shouted.

Bristol arched his brow as the idiot spat profanities at the bartender. The fine hair on his nape prickled. Shit. Something was familiar about him. What, he couldn’t say, but he wasn’t sticking around to find out. He slid to the edge of the bench just as the belligerent patron slapped some money on the counter and swiveled on his barstool. Bristol froze. Fucking hell. Meldun.

The last time he’d seen the Onyx bodyguard was at the distribution plant in the Rockies. Before Bristol’s grand escape from the US—the same night Onyx crashed and burned in several government raids—he’d left Meldun tied up for the feds to arrest.

Somehow, the man had escaped.

Bristol couldn’t risk that happening again. Meldun knew about Bristol’s defection, but the bleeding hearts Bristol had teamed up with back at the plant stopped him from silencing the one person who could destroy everything he’d worked so hard to accomplish.

Now, no one was around to stand in his way.

With luck, Meldun hadn’t spread the news of Bristol’s treachery.

He settled back in the booth and ducked his head as Meldun scanned the room. Tension coursed through him. The heat of Meldun’s gaze landed on him and flitted away. As Meldun wove around a few tables, Bristol slouched deeper into the shadows. The man passed, reeking of cigarettes, and pushed through the beaded curtain for the hall. The clacking of beads resounded in Bristol’s ears, quickening his pulse. He trailed after his target.

The door at the far end of the hall was ajar.

Outside in the parking lot, Bristol rolled his tight shoulders. Clouds concealed the moon, but the lone streetlight cast a seedy yellow gleam off a dozen-plus vehicles. Shadows crept like deathly fingers at the edge of the lot and around the worn, stucco building. Engines revved and horns blew in the near distance. Except for the cantina, the businesses on the quiet desert road had already closed for the night. The crunch of gravel drew his gaze toward a pickup truck.

Meldun glared at him with a gun in his hand.

A shiver shot down Bristol’s spine. He hadn’t risked everything and given up his place of privilege to die in a backwater like this little community on the outskirts of Juarez.

“You gonna stand there, Thorn, or do ya wanna play?”

The sound of his alias on Meldun’s tongue sickened him. So much for his stealth tactic. One quick slice of his knife and everything would’ve been over. Easy. But nothing in life was easy—he’d learned that the hard way. Besides, cold-blooded murder was never his thing.

“I saw you sulking in there, you fucking snitch. Gonna cry out for the policia like a coward?” He sneered at the Spanish word for police. “You ruined everything. Onyx is gone because of you. My money, my crew—I have nothing.” His gunhand shook.

Bristol swallowed hard. Well, that answered that. Meldun didn’t have any connections, so the truth about Bristol’s defection would never reach the light of day.

He spread his arms in a show of peace. One step, two—he moved forward half a dozen paces before Meldun leveled his shaking arm. “Remember what happened the last time you tried to take me out with a gun?” Technically, Meldun had attacked Bristol’s friend. Facts, however, weren’t going to distract him. “You won’t win. You can’t. A low-rank thug against your superior? Laughable.”

“You were my superior.”

“Still am.” Embracing every bit of his Thorn arrogance, he allowed the persona to retake him. The veil of brutality fit him better than he liked. He inched forward another step. “Lower the gun. You don’t want to do this.”

“Yeah, I do.” He fired the weapon.

Bristol lunged to the side, narrowly missing the bullet, and rolled on the ground before popping back up. He body-slammed Meldun against the side of the truck.

The gun flew from Meldun’s grasp and skidded on the gravel.

Ugh! The stench of BO and smoke burned Bristol’s nostrils. He grabbed Meldun in a stranglehold and squeezed hard.

“Goddamn it.” Meldun struggled and slammed his forearms against Bristol’s sides.

Shit. Pain pulsated through Bristol’s kidneys. As the man broke free and tackled him to the ground, Bristol grunted and gritted his teeth. The impact ricocheted through him. His heart slammed. They rolled, kicking and punching. Bristol elbowed Meldun in the ribs, knocked him aside, and scrambled to his feet. He snatched his knife from the holster on his belt just as Meldun launched at him. Bracing himself, he buried the blade in his enemy’s stomach. The hot wash of blood slicked Bristol’s skin. He jerked the weapon free.

Meldun paled, his bloodshot eyes wide. He collapsed on his knees and cupped his hands over his injury.

“A gut wound is a painful way to die. Slow. Agonizing.” Bristol tilted the blood-smeared blade until the glow of the streetlight gleamed off the red liquid. “Want something quicker? It’s not a mercy I normally offer.” Meldun was right. The man’s change of circumstances was Bristol’s fault, so a merciful kill was the least he could do.

“B-bastard,” he stuttered and choked on rising blood.

“I’ll take that as a yes.” Bristol stepped up behind him, jerked his head back by his greasy hair, and sliced his throat. Crimson streamed out. He wiped the blade clean on the man’s shirt before letting the body tumble into the ditch near the road.

He shook his head. On the night he’d fled his home country, he vowed never to kill again. He couldn’t keep that promise for even a month. The devil only knew what the future had in store for him, but he would face it head-on.
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Eight Months Later

 

Carmen Lozano stood in the dimly lit office, her fingers twitching as she slid her picklock kit into her half-apron pocket. Beams of hazy sunlight pierced the slatted blinds, casting dappled patterns on the fine furnishings and the cheery blue walls. Cool air chugged from a floor vent and prickled her sweaty skin, the stress of her break-in and her exertion in cleaning rooms threatening to get the better of her. She couldn’t afford to screw up this mission.

She blew out a shaky breath and hurried past two cushioned chairs for her boss’s sleek black desk across the room. The short-plied carpet absorbed the sound of her footfalls. Her heart raced faster than her lungs dragged in the air. She swung into the swivel chair behind the desk and grabbed the mouse, jolting the computer out of sleep mode to the lock screen.

Maldita sea, Carmen inwardly cursed. She quickly checked the stacks of papers and folders on the desk, then jerked open the drawers, searching for a slip of paper or something with the computer password written on it. Her tight throat tightened. There was nothing.

Think, Carmen. What could the password be?

She’d been working as a maid at La Familia Merino Hotel in Savillaruz, Oaxaca, for two weeks—nowhere near enough time to get close to the haughty owners, Eduardo and Ines Merino.

She typed 26 Julio, the date of the Merinos’ wedding anniversary. An Access Denied message flashed on the screen. She tried all numerals, including the year, then the date they’d opened the hotel. Frustration flooded her. If only she had the skill needed to hack the machine. She clicked out of the latest message window, eased the drawers shut, and stood to reposition the chair. With luck, the computer would fall back into sleep mode before Eduardo or Ines returned from their lunch break.

She half lifted a painting of the rich, rolling green hills of the Sierra Norte from the wall to check for a hidden safe and then settled the art back in place. She riffled through a few worn business and accounting books on a large bookcase and gnashed her teeth. Keeping written ledgers was a thing of the past. She scowled back at the computer. What she needed was probably somewhere on the damn hard drive. Inwardly cursing, she jerked on the locked top drawer of a silver file cabinet. Interesting. Why lock it if the contents weren’t important? After grabbing her kit, she picked the lock and jerked open the drawer. The metal hinges screeched. She froze, holding her breath. The seconds ticked by. No pounding footsteps outside in the hall. No one busted into the office. She licked her dry lips and skimmed through tax forms and customer billing statements from the past few years.

Her cell phone vibrated in her pants pocket, sending a shock wave through her. She fished out the device and scowled at Gaspar’s text.

—Come home after your shift. You need to be here. No arguments.—

Grumbling a curse, she shoved the phone back into her pocket. She’d do almost anything to avoid the festivities at the militia base where she lived and worked as a medic, but she wasn’t one to shun her duties. As her current predicament proved. She wasn’t cut out for spy work. Give her an iodine swab or a blood pressure cuff any day, and she was good. Golden. She’d found a home with the Terenzio Autodefensa and her purpose in life.

Serving in the volunteer militia to combat the spread of cartel violence sure beat submitting to her drug lord husband and his bruising fists.

Her memory of Jorge’s angry, flushed face filled her mind and weakened her knees. She shuddered and gripped the side of the cabinet to keep upright. No thoughts of Jorge. Not now. Not ever. She unlocked the second drawer and dug through more folders, finding employee applications, the business insurance policy, the deed to the hotel and land, and receipts for utilities and remodeling expenses. That was strange. All the remodeling had been done in the past year, as if the Merinos had come into some money. She paused at the documents in a blue folder.

A list of names, dates, and United States license plate numbers were printed on several sheets of paper. The oldest date was from a year earlier, and the latest was just last month.

Tempted to seize the hard copies, she instead took a picture of each page and texted them to Gaspar. So far, she hadn’t found definitive proof that the Merinos were smuggling drugs through their small family-owned hotel, but these documents might be the evidence she needed. She locked the file cabinet and scanned the room for more places to check. Again, she scowled at the computer. Too bad she couldn’t figure out that password.

She checked the time on her phone. Ten minutes to one.

Eduardo and Ines always shared lunch on the rooftop patio at noon while his elderly mother watched the front desk.

Carmen braced her ear against the office door, listening for voices or the click of footsteps on the tile floor. Except for the thrashing beat of her heart, everything was silent. She cracked open the door, locked it from the inside, and peered into the narrow hall that spanned from the mouth of the sunlit lobby to the shadowy rear exit at the far end. The door to the laundry room was further down the hall, where she was supposed to be folding towels and bedding.

“Buenos días, Señor Penn,” Ines Merino called out from the lobby.

Carmen stilled, half outside the doorway. What the hell? Ines was back from lunch early.

The middle-aged woman skirted the check-in counter and blocked the entrance into the hall. With her back to Carmen, she faced a tall, dark-haired man whose baseball cap was set low over his brow. Their voices carried in a low rumble as Ines stroked his arm.

He pasted on a tense smile and grasped his hands behind his back, escaping her touch.

Unease twisted Carmen’s gut. His face was familiar, pulling on the thread of a memory she couldn’t quite grasp. Someone from her childhood, before her miserable years with Jorge.

Ines’s flirty giggle snapped her back to the present and doused her already raw nerves in a proverbial vat of sea brine. Ines was a barracuda, all right. She ate men for breakfast, or so the other maid had claimed.

Grateful to the man for distracting Ines, Carmen pulled the door shut behind her. A bright light as clear as the morning sun flashed on in her mind. Shock drew her back straight, gluing her feet to the floor. Her pulse hammered so hard and fast in her neck that she slapped her hand over it for fear it might burst from her skin. Bristol Rieger! How in the world did she not recognize him at first sight? Though she’d seen pictures of him online and on a few American news broadcasts when Onyx fell, she hadn’t seen the man in the flesh since she was a love-struck thirteen-year-old girl, and he was a quiet, moody sicario in her father’s personal guard.

A shiver ran through her. He was more handsome now than she remembered.

His chocolate-brown hair dusted his broad shoulders in loose waves she longed to touch. The width of his oh-so-tempting chest consumed every inch of space within his button-down shirt. Not even the gray at his temples or the dark-green backpack slung over his shoulder distracted from his appeal. As he angled to the right, trying to sidestep Ines, his pants stretched and encased the curve of his ass like a second skin.

Then he flicked his gaze down the hall—at her.

Carmen darted to the laundry room and collapsed against the now-closed door. Air sawed in and out of her lungs. Had she lost her mind, ogling the man when she needed to flee? Bristol wouldn’t recognize her. How could he? She was no longer the shy, awkward girl she once was if he remembered her at all.

Her heart stilled, then sped back up. How did he find her? Was his appearance at her job a coincidence, or did someone send him after her? Instinct demanded she flee the city, but Savillaruz was her home. Gaspar, Dolores, and her friends were there. She couldn’t—wouldn’t—abandon them unless she absolutely had to. She’d fought too hard for the life she scraped together to give it up without getting all the facts straight first, but if Jorge or her father had somehow discovered her whereabouts or sent someone to hunt her down, then she had no choice. She had to run. Again.

Tears burned her eyes. No, Bristol wasn’t there for her. He couldn’t be. The Drug Enforcement Administration wanted him for questioning. The United States and Mexico had an extradition agreement, so Bristol needed to stay far below the radar to avoid capture. Coming after her and collecting the reward money on her head would draw all sorts of publicity.

This had to be a horrible coincidence.

She closed her eyes. Relax. He’s probably a guest at the hotel and will leave soon.

Until then, she had to keep her head down and nose to the grindstone. No one, not even her childhood crush, would deter her from her mission.
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Chapter Two
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Bristol froze. The young woman hurried into the laundry room, but not before he caught the panic in her eyes. Carmen Lozano? It couldn’t be. She was dead.

After settling in Mexico, he’d checked online for his old cartel associates. Of the four Lozano siblings, the eldest son had died in a gunfight with the police, and the eldest daughter was missing, presumed dead. Carmen’s husband, Jorge de Garza—better known as El Tren in the criminal underworld—had posted a reward for information leading to her safe return or the location of her body.

Safe return, my ass.

The man had probably killed the poor girl himself and staged her runaway act. Bristol gnashed his teeth. Back in his youth, he’d imagined killing El Tren with his bare hands. Only, he never got that chance. For Carmen’s sake, he wished he had.

The tightness in his chest burst free. His shoulders slumped, relief sweeping through him on a tidal wave so strong his knees buckled. He braced his feet to keep upright. Carmen wasn’t dead, thank God. But what the fuck was she doing dressed as a maid in a no-account Savillaruz hotel? The daughter of a cartel kingpin would never jump from her pedestal. 

Not willingly, anyhow.

How did she find him? Did someone send her after him? Heart pounding faster, he backed away but paused after a single step. Her father had forbidden her from having anything to do with the illegal parts of his business, to Carmen’s and her mother’s relief, but a lot could have changed since then. Perhaps her husband made her work for her riches?

No, that didn’t ring true. She’d disappeared off the face of the map. El Tren couldn’t pull her strings anymore. Right?

Whatever was going on, he had to find out.

“Will I see you later?”

The Spanish words filtered through the haze in his mind, followed by the soft drone of the television in the lobby. He cleared his throat and offered Ines a smile. “Forgive me. What were you saying?” he replied in her native language. She’d deterred him in his pursuit of clean towels; now, he only wanted to find Carmen.

Ines trailed figure eights over his arm again. “I asked if you were available for drinks. Eduardo is going to his weekly card game and will be gone all night, so if you could stop by my room at seven, I will make it worth your while.”

His skin prickled beneath his shirtsleeve in the wake of her touch. If she were single, he would take her up on her offer. God knew he hadn’t slept with a woman in far too long. Ines was probably a little older than his thirty-seven years, and she was tight and curvy in all the right places. He cut his gaze to her mother-in-law.

The older, gray-haired woman sat behind the tall, wide registration desk mere feet away, staring into space, lost in her own world.

“Oh, do not worry about her,” Ines purred and saddled closer, brushing her chest across his arm. “Eduardo’s mother sleeps like the dead, but I’ll slip a melatonin tablet into her tea to make sure she doesn’t accidentally rouse in the middle of the night.”

He bit his cheek, forcing his expression to go bland. With the family suite on the first floor of the three-story hotel, just yards down the service hall next to the office, it wouldn’t take much effort to carry on an affair. Though he’d broken homes and destroyed lives through the drug business, he wouldn’t bed another man’s woman.

He had some morals, at least.

Bristol rolled his stiff shoulders. “I have plans. Perhaps another time?” he added to soothe his rejection, though he had no intention of following through with it. He needed to shut down her flirtation permanently, but the woman was only an annoyance. If she ramped up her seduction act, he’d move to another hotel. No harm, no foul. Pissing her off could lead to trouble. 

She pouted and walked her manicured fingernails up his biceps.

No lust flared in his veins. No desire raged through him to pull her close and kiss her full red lips or tangle his hand in her dark hair.

He flicked his gaze to where Carmen had paused outside the office door. Heat scorched him. He wouldn’t mind spending a lazy afternoon in bed with her. Even though she, too, was married, she’d long separated from her husband. 

Bristol gently drew Ines’s hand back. “I missed the maid this morning and came down for fresh towels. Do you mind if I pop into the laundry room?”

Ines blinked fast at the subject change. “The maid? Oh, did she not clean your room?”

“I left the Do No Disturb sign on the door handle.” 

“Ah, well.” She flattened her hands on her skirt as footsteps pounded down the stairs across the lobby. Face pinched, she sighed and nodded. “Certainly. Help yourself to whatever you need.” Dismissing him, she hurried behind the counter and smiled at the young couple who headed toward her.

Finally. He strode down the hall, his leather huaraches thudding on the white-and-blue mosaic tile. A flickering embossed ceiling light cast shadows across the smooth orange walls despite the explosion of sunlight pouring through the lobby windows. Taking a deep breath, he entered the laundry room and closed the door behind him with a soft snick. The racket from the heavy-duty washers and dryers along the back wall pierced his ears, the machines shaking like they were coming down from a drug-induced high. The stench of bleach stung his nostrils.

Carmen likely didn’t hear him come in. She faced away from him and dumped a basket of white towels onto a metal workstation. Then she stored the basket with several others on the bottom shelf of a shelving unit that spanned the length of the right side wall.

Folded towels, bed linens, colorful blankets and quilts, toiletries, and cleaning supplies stocked the upper shelves.

Most women couldn’t pull off her ugly gray blouse and ill-fitted black slacks with any sense of style, but somehow, she made it work. She should throw out her dour low-heeled black shoes for a pair of stilettos. The high heels would do wonders for her long legs. Her golden-brown ponytail swayed as she moved, begging him to pull it.

As he studied her now from behind, she could be anyone. Just another woman working a dead-end job to survive. Had his mind played tricks on him? Did he see Carmen in the woman’s face because he wanted to believe she was alive and well somewhere in the world?

Heat slicked sweat on his nape, despite the air chugging from the floor vents and the industrial-sized floor fan oscillating in the corner. Opposite the workstation and storage space, a kitchenette resembling the one in his hotel room lined the wall. However, the old whirring refrigerator needed replacing, and the cabinets required a fresh coat of paint.

He tsked. Back in the States, his employees never had to work in such a hot, dingy environment or relax in a shitty break room. Nor did the housekeeping staff at Sky Resorts Hotel, his family’s legitimate hotel chain that his relatives now managed. But that ship had long sailed.

Bristol bypassed a cart stocked with toiletries and two empty wheeled canvas hampers in the middle of the workroom. Itching to grab her close and demand to know her interest in him, he would rather not scare her. He coughed to gain her attention.

She sloppily folded a face towel, then grabbed a washcloth, her hands visibly shaking.

“May I have some towels?” Bristol asked in Spanish.

The maid ducked her gaze, grabbed a few recently folded items, pulled two bath towels from the shelf, and closed the distance between them. Without glancing up, she thrust everything into his outstretched arms, the scent of bleach and lavender clinging to the fabric. She pivoted and returned to her workstation.

He sighed hard, rolling his eyes. “Are you Carmen Lozano Sanchez?” His voice sharpened as her full given name ripped off his tongue. He couldn’t stomach tacking on her husband’s surname.

Her hands stilled, and a towel slid from her grasp. She shook her head and grabbed the fabric. “No hablo Inglés.”

“Given the way you stopped dead, you speak English and understood my question just fine.” He set the soft, fragrant towels aside and stomped toward her. “You’re Carmen, I know—”

She flipped around with a small dagger in her hand, glaring at him. The overhead light glinted on the blade. Shoulders hunched, she braced her feet in a wide stance.

He stepped back, hands up to placate her.

Anger and fear blazed in her hazel eyes, the specks of emerald turning molten in her brown irises. He wasn’t mistaken. This fiery woman was Carmen Lozano, cartel princess.

“How did you find me? Who sent you?” she spat in English.

“That’s what I should ask you.” Disarming her would be easy enough, and he wouldn’t even need to snatch his gun from his leg holster. But he didn’t want to frighten her more.

“Me? I work here.” She indicated her uniform with her free hand.

“And I live here. You’re the new maid, right? Started two weeks ago?”

She bobbed her head. “I heard about Onyx and the federal shutdown. You’re on the run from the Americans, verdad?”

“That’s right. I’ve been in Savillaruz for the past two months. The DEA’s raid took everyone by surprise.” Though he’d secretly relished it.

“You look different from in your pictures. Your hair is longer, too. I’m sure it helps hide your face.”

He rubbed his fingers over his smooth chin. “My goatee is gone. I would’ve grown out a full beard, but I’m trying to blend in. Most men around here are clean-shaven, if not with a stubble.” He’d sported his signature goatee as part of his Thorn persona for almost twenty years but shaved it off the day after he arrived in Mexico.

“Blend in? Not possible.” She relaxed a little and lowered the blade. “You’re taller than most buildings, bigger than a refrigerador, and you’re white. You blend almost as well as a lion in a herd of gazelle.”

Her charming laughter quickened his pulse. He grinned and shook his head. “Actually, I’m six-five and naturally tanned, unlike whatever weird giant creature you see in your head. And I speak perfect Spanish. Don’t underestimate me. I can disappear in a crowd if I must.”

“If you say so, but we should go to the marketplace and test your theory on the locals.” She slid her dagger back into the holster straps attached to her forearm and straightened the sleeve. Then she hugged him before he even saw her move.

His backbone locked up like a steel beam. Every fiber in his being urged him to push her away before she stabbed her knife into his back. He didn’t know or trust the woman she had become, but the sweet girl he still saw in his head would never harm a living soul. He tentatively wrapped his arms around her lithe, firm body. The aroma of flowers and detergent wafted from her. He groaned, fighting back a wave of lust. 

Carmen peered up at him with questions burning in her brownish-green eyes. Questions he most likely couldn’t answer—for his safety, and hers. Torn between fleeing the city and finding out exactly what she was up to, he gripped her waist gently and set her back. 

“Lo siento,” she apologized and smoothed her palms down her apron. “You being here is unbelievable. I’m half-tempted to think I’m dreaming or hallucinating, but I did not drink that much tequila last night.” 

An image of the confident woman slinging back shots at a bar while men drooled at her feet seared his brain. “I’m real, here in the flesh.” The words ripped from his tight throat harsher than he intended.

Her eyebrow cocked at a saucy angle. No longer the timid thirteen-year-old girl he remembered, she braced her hands on her hips and nibbled on her succulent bottom lip with straight, white teeth. The plump petal pulled free with a wet shine. She was seven years younger than him, so that made her thirty years old. He’d always thought she would grow up to be as stunning as her beauty queen mother. Good to know he was right.

He clasped her warm cheek and trailed his finger to the puckered pinkish-brown scar on her left temple. Someone had struck her. Hard. “Who hit you?”

“It’s not important.” She drew back and rubbed the blemish. “It was years ago.”

He gritted his teeth. It was damn well important. Soon enough, she would tell him. She would tell him fucking everything.

The dryer across the room beeped, and the tumbling racket stopped. The washing machine continued to chug and whirl.

Strain tightened the corners of her eyes. “I saw so many pictures of Onyx drug lords on the news, some I only knew of by name. Their faces didn’t match what I had imagined.”

“What did you think when you saw my photo?”

“That you were lucky you weren’t dead or arrested. I’m grateful you escaped the United States. Of all the people I grew up with, you were the only one I never wanted to see in trouble.”

Bristol dropped his gaze.

After he’d fled Juarez, he moved from city to city, town to town, never staying in one place more than a few weeks. Eventually, he settled in the southern state of Oaxaca and sought refuge at the Merino Hotel. In the past nine months, he’d only seen his picture twice on TV and never in the newspaper. Online was a different story, but most news outlets focused more on the incarcerated drug lords than the ones still at large. So far, no one had recognized him other than the bodyguard he had to dispatch. Luckily, the Mexican media preferred at-home news and barely covered Onyx’s fall from glory and the ongoing court trials in the US.

“Do you still go by Rieger or Thorn?”

He shook his head. “No, too dangerous. It’s Bristol Penn now.”

Her nose crinkled. “Penn? That’s a little bland as far as names go.”

“That’s the point. It’s not memorable.”

He couldn’t reveal his relief over Onyx’s fall, nor explain the part he played to make it happen. Every damn day, he fought the snarling beast living inside him. His life would’ve been a helluva lot easier had he embraced the sins staining his soul. Did Carmen assume he’d long ago surrendered to the darkness?

Best case scenario—this reunion was a coincidence.

Worst case—she was a trap.

Bristol straightened his back. “I’m a wanted man, Carmen, a fugitive with a price on my head. The damn feds seized my business, arrested my men, and ruined my fucking life. All I want is to lie low until the heat dies down and the court trials are over. Can I trust you not to tell your father or anyone else I’m here?” He would normally threaten the people he needed to scare into obedience, but he couldn’t form the words.

Not with Carmen. 

“I remember the last time I saw you.” She picked at her nails. “You were so furious when you came back to the hacienda, covered in blood that wasn’t yours. You chugged a bottle of vodka alone by the pool, staring up at the night sky and thinking about something with the harshest look on your face. I was supposed to have been in bed, but I couldn’t sleep. After I saw you, I raced to the bathroom and wet a washcloth. When you took it from me, the anger in your eyes faded. Somehow, you calmed down.”

“I remember.”

He’d killed a rival gangbanger that night and was contemplating killing himself when Carmen tried to sneak up on him in all the bumbling of a nervous child. Her worry for him blazed in her eyes, and her simple offering of a wet towel had steadied his unraveling mind.

“Anyway, hours later, the hacienda was attacked. You disappeared. Papá later explained that conditions between the Lozano Cartel and Onyx had deteriorated, so your father sent a mercenary team to extract you. I never thought I’d see you again.” She waved her arm toward him. “Then here you are, seventeen years later.”

“My father thought yours was going to kill me.”

Axel Rieger had effectively severed relations with the cartel when his men raided the Lozano stronghold and cut short Bristol’s sicario training. 

“I heard that rumor, but you were one of Papá’s favorite protégés. If you send word to him, I’m sure you could rejoin the cartel.”

Her offer of cartel life turned his blood cold. “Would you like that, Carmen?”

“No. You deserve a better life.”

“So I don’t deserve a fleet of sports cars, more money than I could count, and a string of women at my feet? That’s every man’s dream.” 

She grimaced and turned away.

Bristol cursed his stupid words. “I’m out of the drug business. I want to live my life free of all drama and bullshit. So answer my question. Will you tell your father?” Everything inside him stilled for the answer. Could he trust her, no matter what she said?

“Of course, I won’t. I haven’t spoken to him in years anyway. You have my silence, so give me yours. Swear to me, you will tell no one I’m here.”

“I swear.” He grasped her warm hand and squeezed gently, hoping to hell she wasn’t lying. “What time will you finish your shift?”

“That depends on when the laundry is done, probably after two o’clock. I usually work every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday morning. The other criada and I swap Sundays,” she rambled on, blushing.

“You’re available for dinner tonight. Good. So am I.”

“I have other responsibilities.”

“Tell me about them over dinner. We should catch up. Besides, I’m dying to know why a cartel princess is masquerading as a maid. Your mother wanted you to become a model when you grew up. You certainly have the looks for it.” He offered the compliment, trying to wear down her resistance. The irritation in her eyes took him aback. He swallowed his questions and brushed his thumb across the thrumming pulse in her wrist. “The past seventeen years weren’t all bad for me. Can you say the same?”

Laughter suddenly peeled from outside in the hall.

“Go, Bristol. I cannot lose this job.” She stepped aside, grabbed his discarded towels, and thrust them back into his arms. “Guests are not supposed to be in here.”

Sighing heavily, he balanced the gentle weight. “I told Ines I needed them, so she let me come back. Not that she could’ve stopped me from talking to you.”

“Carajo,” she grumbled the curse and skewered him with her glare. “Now that harpy will accuse me of not doing my job. Are you in Room 5?” After he nodded, she rubbed her hands together. “The Do Not Disturb sign has been on the doorknob every day of my shift since I started. Has the other maid been in on my off days?”

“I allow her in every Tuesday.” Only when he could monitor her to make sure she didn’t plant a bug or tracking device in his belongings. Frustration gnawed in his veins. “Six o’clock at La Cebolla Silvestre. It’s a quaint little café about two blocks over. You know it?”

“Sí, The Wild Onion. It’s one of my favorite restaurants.” She pursed her lips, then nodded. “I’ll see you there.”

Satisfied, he forced himself out the door.
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Chapter Three
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A knock resounded on Bristol’s hotel room door.

He dashed out of the en suite bathroom and swung the door open. Despite the quick patter of footsteps echoing down the staircase, he snatched up a sheet of folded paper at the threshold of his room. A delicate cursive script flowed across the beige hotel stationery.

Shit. Carmen canceled on him. His heart clenched as he stuffed the note into his pants pocket. No way was he letting her off the hook. He slapped on his cap, grabbed his go bag—which he never left without—and hurried into the hall. He locked up and smoothed a hair over the doorframe, so he would know if someone snuck inside.

“Success comes and go,” he muttered. He’d once employed armed henchmen to guard his penthouse back in the States. Now he was reduced to this.

Forgoing the elevator, he barreled down the stairs and burst into the lobby.

A few strangers jumped.

The elderly woman at the registration desk smiled and swayed, in a daze as always.

He quickly stopped at the hall entrance and ducked to the side to peer around the wall.

At the far end, Carmen and Ines spoke in hushed whispers, even though Carmen had already pushed open the door for the rear parking lot. She finally left while Ines headed into the office. 

Bristol rushed down the hall to the private lot. Afternoon heat seared his skin, the sun blazing like a relentless furnace in the August sky. The rev of a car engine jolted him back against the stucco façade of the hotel. A border of shade trees and bushes partially concealed him as Carmen drove a dented yellow car down the narrow alley between the hotel and a small grocery store. He hopped onto his motorcycle and sped down the alley.

Her car turned the corner at the end of the street.

If Ines hadn’t distracted Carmen, he never would have caught up with her in time to follow. Three vehicles back from Carmen’s jalopy, he squinted against the wind and hunched his shoulders.

Traffic halted at the red light. Pedestrians hurried across the street as vehicles honked for the right-of-way.

Exhaust fumes thickened the air, stinging his nostrils. Stifling a gag at the pungent smoke from the car ahead, he sneezed to clear his sinuses and snatched a pair of clear goggles from his backpack since he’d forgotten to grab his helmet.

Traffic continued, then slowed again.

“Fuck.” Longing for fresh air and the wind in his hair, he fisted the handles and silently shouted in relief as he sped through the remaining lights for the wooded outskirts of town.

The asphalt road turned to gravel, then dirt, slowing her car.

Easing off the accelerator, he maneuvered the bike around potholes, ascending the side of the mountain. Not clad head-to-toe in protective gear, he hadn’t sacrificed everything just to die now in an accident.

Her car gained momentum, her tires kicking up dirt.

Bristol coughed and pursued the telltale plumes of dust. Familiar with the craggy area and the impending fork, he usually veered left toward the forest preserve and campground in the Sierra Norte. The plumes, however, led right.

The road twisted higher, the sound of her engine fading.

Damn it. Carmen had likely pulled off somewhere or cut down a side trail. The dirt clouds settled along the dusty road faster than he could follow. He stopped, cut the engine, and removed his goggles. Clean air filled his lungs and hissed out through his clenched teeth. Frustration ran hot through his veins like burning motor oil. The scent of evergreen clung to the land, inviting relaxation—a repose he couldn’t accept.

Amidst the symphony of birdsong, chirping crickets, and rustling leaves, Bristol concealed his bike in some flowering bushes and ventured deeper into the woodland to stalk alongside the road. Twigs and leaves crunched underfoot, silencing the crickets, a dead giveaway to his presence. He stilled and slapped at a mosquito on his neck. The vaccines he’d taken before escaping to Mexico better work. Once the chirping resumed, he lightened his step and ducked a low-hanging branch, wary of snakes and spiders. The sun dipped lower in the sky, casting ethereal shafts of light through the dense foliage. He passed a berry thicket, the ripened fruit gleaming, and veered around an intricate spider web that was strung up between a pair of evergreens.

The sound of tires squealed in the distance.

Bristol slunk behind a broad oak, his heartbeat quickening.

Several yards ahead, spots of blue flashed through the trees and shrubs along the road. The blue truck slowed, cut to the right, and sped back up. The altered course sliced through the forest, probably the length of a football field away from him. The noisy truck stalled somewhere up ahead, punctuated by the staccato beat of human voices. A strange creak of metal echoed, and the truck engine revved again just to die a moment later.

What the fuck was going on? Embracing the coverage of the forest, he wove through the underbrush parallel to the second road.

Another two vehicles followed the truck’s route, and their engines shut off somewhere ahead. Metal flashed through the trees. Voices echoed. Birdsong still filled the air, the crickets taking a break from the afternoon symphony.

Bristol crept closer and hunched behind a prickly bush. 

A short, muscled man paced in front of a chain-link, barbwire fence. With a handheld radio, a pistol, a few knives attached to his belt, and an assault rifle slung over his shoulder, the stranger cast his gaze over the forest on patrol. His scuffed boots, faded denim jeans, and white T-shirt bespoke civilian militia, not armed forces.

Aw, shit. Had he found the base for the resistance group?

Less than a week after he’d taken up residence in Savillaruz, he heard about the Terenzio Autodefensa, a volunteer militia with bases statewide. Later, he’d met some armed soldiers at roadblocks where they checked his passport and driver’s license.

The government didn’t have the means or the desire to fight the Ciriaco Cartel, so the people themselves had taken up arms to combat widespread rape, murder, and the extortion of money and goods in their areas. After the cartel left Savillaruz, the newly formed local branch of the self-defense group established their base somewhere in the remote mountains northeast of the city while the original Terenzios moved on to liberate other towns and set up additional bases.

A noble feat Bristol wanted nothing to do with. The snap of a twig jerked him around just as a man’s meaty fist slammed into his jaw. He hit the ground and ate dirt.

****
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Carmen nodded in greeting to the armed, grim-faced guard at the gate. More men than usual walked the perimeter, the extra security jacking up her nerves. The clanking of the metal gate swinging open screeched in her ears. After she entered and passed through the gap in the thick wall of sandbags that lined the fence, she parked in a tight spot among the rugged assortment of pickup trucks, vans, and other cars in the parking area. Armored vehicles equipped with impressive gun mounts, barbwire, and mesh stood as silent guardians, ready to charge into action at a moment’s notice.

Exiting her weathered sedan, she breathed in fresh, warm mountain air. Despite the groundskeepers’ best efforts, relentless weeds grew in each and every crack in the asphalt, nature reclaiming its territory inch by precious inch. She almost admired it. 

Almost.

The two-story redbrick factory—the heart of the compound—loomed at the end of the lot with the forest on the right and an open field on the left. Dotted with sheds, a blackened fire pit, and an old curing barn, the field stretched to encompass the gardens at the rear of the building and the weapons training block beyond it. A verdant tapestry of sturdy fencing and leafy trees encompassed the five-acre plot with picturesque mountains rising high in the distance.

The delicious aroma of wood smoke and spices drifted lazily on the breeze, emanating from the cooking pit. She grimaced. Of course, Drina was there. The snobby woman with her sleek black ponytail, sharp cheekbones, and I’m better than you attitude stirred a long spoon in the cast-iron cauldron that was suspended over the flames.

As Drina’s young daughter dug through a plastic box, a team of volunteers set up foldout tables, chairs, and plasticware, their efforts a testament to the camaraderie within the resistance.

If only that camaraderie extended between Carmen and Drina. Not sure why or when their mutual animosity began, she’d long given up trying to befriend the woman. Thankfully, Drina lived an hour away in Oaxaca City and rarely frequented the compound.

Even though the local branch of the Terenzio Autodefensa was almost three hundred soldiers strong, only about eighty of them lived at the base and worked around the clock to maintain the grounds and guard it against attack. They worked, ate, and showered in shifts.

Like Carmen, most of them had nowhere else to go. She hated that time and changing politics had forced the Hierro family to close the cigar factory, but at least something good had come from it.

“Carmen!” Gaspar Hierro waved his arms above his head from atop the stoop and propped open the door with his foot. The fifty-five-year-old man sported short salt-and-pepper hair, a trimmed mustache, and a scowl that deepened the wrinkles around his dark-brown eyes.

She slung her purse over her shoulder and hurried toward him, her heels clicking on the asphalt. “Lost in thought. Sorry,” she replied in Spanish as she climbed the steps.

Gaspar and a handful of others at the compound spoke English—he’d learned it after living in the United States for many years—but they usually stuck to their native tongue.

“What happened? Why didn’t you pick up when I called?” she asked.

He’d texted her right before her shift ended, claiming something horrible had happened. She called him to no response. Though she’d hoped to use Bristol as her excuse to weasel out of the festivities, she canceled on the handsome fugitive and returned to the compound.

“I could not tell you over the phone. The news...” he trailed off and scrubbed his hands down his drawn face. “We found Paco.”

“Oh my God. Is he—” Carmen bit her tongue. If they had found Paco alive and well, Gaspar would shout in joy. “Why did you send for me?”

“Come inside. We must talk in private.”

She followed him across the spacious main floor. On the left in the community room, the half-dozen men hunched over on the worn, ugly couches and mismatched chairs argued amongst themselves. To her relief, all the cots in the infirmary on the right were still folded up against the wall, so at least no one had been injured while she was at the hotel. The glow of the fluorescent bulbs in the lofty tiled ceiling prickled the fine hair on her nape—or maybe that was her nerves playing havoc on her senses. She bypassed the metal staircase at the end of the adjoined rooms for the paneled hallway that threatened to enclose around her. She inhaled through her nose, scenting the familiar yet faint combination of cigar smoke, lemon cleaner, and food. 

After she passed a few storerooms, the weapons room, and the large kitchen and canteen where voices and the clanking of pots resonated, she paused outside the boardroom that doubled as Gaspar’s office. Whatever he had to tell her would change everything. The truth of that burned in her soul. Like she needed more surprises. Her run-in with Bristol Rieger had likely knocked a couple of years off her life for as hard as her chest pounded and hands shook when he first approached her. Their reunion was a coincidence; she’d bet everything she owned on it, which, admittedly, wasn’t much.

Gaspar ushered her inside the boardroom and closed the door behind them.

Misael and Dolores waited inside. Along with Gaspar, the three elected leaders of the local Terenzio Autodefensa division set the rules, made the work schedules, provided guidance, and appointed other militiamen to assist them in running the compound. Gaspar lived onsite, but Misael and Dolores stayed with their families in town.

Warning signs shot like fireworks in Carmen’s mind. The last time she’d met with all three of them, they asked her to apply for the housekeeping job. What could they want now?

“Take a seat, everyone.” Gaspar flipped around a foldout metal chair and straddled it at the head of the long, rectangular cherry-finished table. Behind him, detailed maps of Oaxaca covered the bulletin board with red pushpins marking known Ciriaco hideouts.

As the others claimed a chair on either side of him, Carmen sat a few places down, leaving ample room so she could breathe without taking in their scents or suffering their body heat. Cool air blew from an overhead vent and dried the beads of perspiration on her brow, but the floor fans circulating the stuffy air might as well be nonoperational for all the good they did.

Carmen glanced at the leaders’ solemn faces. “Why am I here?” 

“Paco is dead.” Misael rubbed the bridge of his crooked nose, his confident exterior now masked beneath the frustration crimping his sun-beaten face, aging him past his sixty years. “One of the patrols found his body this morning along the road heading toward Oaxaca City. He was tortured, horribly.”
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