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Sierra

BOOM!

The explosion makes my body flinch, and my first instinct is to duck.

It’s funny how we always react in self-defense, even when the brain knows there’s no real danger.

I guess that’s what happens when you grow up used to feeling afraid.

I don’t have a problem with fear itself. Where I come from, feeling it means staying alert, and that’s the only thing that makes the difference between living and dying.

Right now, though, I feel a little stupid, because I realize it’s just the Fourth of July fireworks.

A few drunk guys—college kids, probably—walk past me and whistle, shouting something obscene. If I weren’t who I am, I might be scared. After all, there are half a dozen of them.

I don’t even blink. They’re just boys. They might be close to my biological age, but they haven’t lived half of what I have.

I’ve seen the true face of evil, and it doesn’t look like rich frat boys who’ve never had to struggle a day in their lives.

I pick up my pace, glancing over my shoulder now and then, because staying alert is just my nature.

The need to survive isn’t for me. It’s for Juana. If I fail, she’ll never be found.

I made a promise, and I can’t afford to die before I keep it.
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Sierra

California

Present

ANOTHER ESCAPE. ANOTHER move. I’m tired of never being able to stop. Tired of this endless search.

It’s been years without a life, without a pause. Years in which my hope keeps dwindling.

I don’t even know who I’m running from anymore. I don’t trust, I don’t share. I just want her back.

“What if you never find her?” a voice asks, sounding louder and louder in my mind.

I silence it quickly, because if I listen, I’ll falter.

I put the small bag on the back seat of the car and look back one last time, trying to imagine if in the next town I’ll manage to stay for at least three months.

The time when fear was an expected companion is long gone. It’s starting to suffocate me, to wrap me in its arms, in its powerful claws. It squeezes my throat every time I wake up in the dead of night to a strange sound: an imaginary creak in the floor, a door I think slammed, a scream.

I sit behind the wheel and start the car.

Will I ever be able to put down roots? What will I do when I finally have her with me again?

These are questions I have no answers for.

I stop at a traffic light and the driver in the car next to me keeps staring. A normal woman might think it’s a flirtation. I am not a normal woman, so I automatically check the rearview mirror to make sure no one is following me.

Seconds later, the light turns green and the man peels out ahead of me. Only then do I realize I was holding my breath.

[image: ]

THROUGH THE WALL OF the cheap apartment I rented, I can hear the neighbors fighting.

It’s a volley of shouts and curses, but I don’t give a damn about that; what really bothers me is a sniffling sound in the hallway.

Going against all my security protocols, I open the door and find a little boy crying.

He must be around five. He’s dirty and clutching a piece of cloth that takes me a few seconds to identify as a nightgown. Probably his mother’s. I used to have a worn-out t-shirt of Juana’s that I carried everywhere. My older sister was my security in a world full of dangers. She was the one who made me feel protected.

I crouch down to talk to him.

“Hey, you okay?”

He doesn’t answer. Stares at me with his dirty little face and an expression far too empty for someone so small.

I should let it go. I know enough about the world to know I can’t solve all the problems in this hell called planet Earth. Getting involved with a kid from an obviously troubled home will only draw unwanted attention to me, but I wouldn’t be able to sleep if I didn’t do something.

“He’s hitting her again,” he says.

“Who?”

“My dad. He’s hitting my mom again.”

I feel my blood boil, not because of the couple’s fight, but because, it seems, he witnesses it all the time. Even before I stand up again, I know what I’ll do.

Shit, this time I didn’t even have time to unpack.

“Are you hungry?”

He nods his head yes.

I go back into the apartment, grab a packet of crackers—which was supposed to be my dinner—and hand it to him.

“Can you wait for me inside for a minute?”

Another nod, this time with eyes bright and intensely focused on opening the wrapper of what might be his first meal of the day.

I head toward the neighboring apartment and knock on the door. No one answers. The cries for help continue, so I send common sense to hell and turn the doorknob.

The scene that follows is one I’ve witnessed so many times it almost lacks the power to move me.

A man around thirty and a girl who doesn’t look much older than me—twenty-three—are in a physically mismatched confrontation. He has, without a doubt, twice her body weight.

From their accent, they seem Latino, like me—I’m half Mexican.

“Step back,” I tell the woman, who only now has noticed there’s someone else in the room.

Her lower lip is swollen and bleeding, but she still hesitates to obey my order. She only puts distance between herself and the coward when he turns to me.

“Who the fuck are you, bitch? Never heard you shouldn’t get between a man and his woman?”

I smile at him, hatred spreading fast through my system.

“Yeah, I have, but this doesn’t look like a fight. From where I’m standing, it looks like a fucking coward using his partner as a punching bag.”

He doesn’t answer. He lunges at me, laughing.

I smile back. I love it when they make the first move. It makes me feel a little better after I finish them.

He cocks his fist to hit me, apparently unconcerned that I’m a woman, about eight inches shorter, and weigh the same as his partner.

I let him get close and, at the exact moment, I duck, spinning and sweeping his legs out from under him. He falls so fast it’s not even fun.

“Go to the apartment next door and wait there with your son until I say you can come back,” I tell the woman.

She almost runs out, and I mount the bastard wife-beater, already pressing the knife I always carry with me against his throat.

The sorry fucker seems a bit dazed from the fall.

“You’re Mexican like me, I suppose.”

“Get the fuck off me!”

I press the knife just enough to draw a thin line of blood from his skin.

“I’m going to give you a message, and pray I don’t have to come back here. Ever heard of Los Morales?”

In a few seconds, he’s alert. It’s impossible for anyone born in Mexico, or even with relatives there, not to know about the cartel my father runs.

“A simple nod will do, you cretin.”

“Yes, miss,” he answers, fear replacing the aggression.

“I’m part of it,” I bluff. “I’m under the protection of Fernando Morales, and from now on, let’s just say you’ll have someone keeping an eye on your family life. If you can’t keep your fists to yourself, leave. Leave your wife and son in peace, because if it reaches my ears that a single hair on their heads is out of place, I’ll come back and there won’t be any more talking. I’ll gut you from your balls to your chin.”
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Leonid

Boston — Massachusetts

Present

AT THIS HOUR OF THE morning, when the day is just beginning to lighten, a quiet calm reigns over the streets of Boston, and people have a false sense of security.

The average man, a family father or even the single worker facing a nine-to-six grind, has no idea that it’s precisely at this time the worst atrocities happen—like the slaughter we just carried out, for example.

“You look bored,” I quip, watching Maxim with his hands folded in his lap, posture rigid, his face unreadable to most mortals.

Not to me.

I study everyone around me. Man or woman, friend or foe, and I have every one of their expressions memorized.

I can identify and mimic emotions. Fake feelings too, if it’s convenient, but the truth is ninety-nine percent of the time, I don’t feel a thing.

The driver, a kid who joined the Organization just under three years ago, seems excited about the recent killing.

He’s still in that phase where he thinks torture is fun, whereas for me these days, it’s just a job—one we do less and less, since the time when we needed to get our hands dirty is long gone.

Though I like the climate of war far more than the quiet days, I find punishing traitors unpleasant. The whole business of having to use knives and pliers makes a godawful mess.

A clean shot between the eyes and my target won’t even know what hit him.

For years our routine has been bureaucratic, with Yerik always worried about keeping us protected as his trusted men, so, even though it’s not my favorite form of execution, I didn’t want to miss the chance to revisit the old days.

On top of that, I have a special contempt for traitors, and in today’s particular situation, the Pakhan asked us to make an example of the sons of bitches who dared pass information to the goddamn Mexican cartel we’re at war with.

The rookie keeps talking shit, like he’s about to have an orgasm, but I filter it out because there are few human beings who can hold my attention beyond two sentences.

“Thought it would be fun to go out and play like old times,” I say, more to provoke Maxim than because I felt any particular emotion last night.

“We weren’t playing,” he replies, exactly as I expected. “We tortured those men to make them an example. Blood isn’t fun. It stains my clothes, and now I’ll have to throw this suit away.”

“You have enough money to buy the company that makes these suits, brother.”

“Why did you think it would be good for us to go out killing together like in the past?”

“Don’t you miss the work on the streets?” I ask.

If I’m honest, I do. Even though I now have more money than I have lifetime left to spend it, the feeling of imminent danger draws me in, being one of the few things that makes my blood boil.

But power brings responsibility. The knowledge that I, he, Grigori, Dmitri, and Yerik collectively possess about the Organization’s workings could, if one of us were captured by our enemies, mean the end of the Brotherhood.

“No. I never liked that. I prefer the office,” he says.

“I know, genius. To plan at your leisure. You’re good at that. I’m not trying to be an asshole.”

“That would be a novelty,” he says, surprising me.

“Are you being ironic?”

“No. It’s just what I think. I don’t know your mother, but I know it’s an expression used when someone is a bastard. And you are one.”

For the first time in a long while, I let out a real laugh.

“You are one weird fuck, Maxim, and yet, one of my favorite people in the world.”

“You can’t possibly know that. You don’t know enough people for a comparative analysis.”

“Jesus, I missed you, man!”

I look at him and this time, my words aren’t just lip service.

Ever since Yerik took over as Pakhan, we moved from Atlanta, where we operated as a core unit, and the territories were divided. Each of us had to relocate to a different state.

“Do you really have to leave California?” he asks.

At first, my sub-command was in Seattle, but I couldn’t stay there long. The place was boring, and I asked Yerik to assign me to California. He did, and went further: he gave me two more states on the West Coast. Soon after that move, we came into conflict with a small Mexican cartel. They were easily neutralized because they were novices and had no fucking clue what they were getting into. Three months ago, however, a war exploded, and this time, against the most powerful drug cartel in North America: Los Morales.

Yerik ordered me back to the East Coast, since I was the only one of the trusted men still in command on the West Coast.

Since then, we’ve been living in a kind of forced quarantine, especially concerning the wives and children of the elite members.

We know death can come at any moment. We lose men every day and walk around with targets on our backs, but it’s different when that threat starts to fall on the family.

“I’ll split my time between Atlanta and here with you,” I explain. “There’s not much to be done on the West Coast for now. Do you have a plan yet?”

I arrived in Boston yesterday morning, and right after, Maxim told me about the score we’d settle with the traitors last night.

“Not now. We’ll talk about it later,” he says.

“Right,” I agree, sensing he doesn’t want to talk in front of the rookie, “so what’s good in this city?”

I’ve been away from Boston a long time. It’s not one of my favorite places in the world.

“Want a woman to fuck?”

“You, as always, a lord. Yes, my friend. I want one... Or several.” I smile. “Let’s go to your club later. Heard there’s a new stripper there. I need to unwind after all this shit.”

“Have fun. I can’t. I have a meeting with Ruslan. I need to take a shower first, though.”

“He’s in the country?”

“Yes,” he replies.

“Is that why you want to go home first? To change? You know he won’t care about a little blood. Later, we can go to the club together. I think you need to get laid too, man. Your mood is shit.”

“No. I’m going to shower. I don’t like filth, and I am filthy.”

“Alright, brother. We’ll see each other tomorrow, then.”
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Leonid

Boston

Le Crépuscule Nightclub

“I THOUGHT YOU SAID you had a meeting with Ruslan,” I say to Maxim, who has just arrived.

The new dancer is performing in my lap.

From the moment I walked into the club, she tried everything to get my attention, until I finally signaled for her to come over.

She’s beautiful and has a body that could raise the dead, but even though my dick is hard, I don’t feel the slightest urge to take her with me tonight.

My life has been too easy lately. I miss the challenge, having to do something more than just look at a woman before I fuck her.

“I did,” he replies.

“Then what the hell are you doing here?”

He shakes his head, and I know he doesn’t want to talk in front of the girl.

I give her up-thrust ass a slap so she gets the message that playtime is over. The only piece of clothing on her body is a tiny thong, and maybe that’s precisely why—having unwrapped the present before the party—she didn’t stir anything in me beyond an erection.

She’s not a prostitute, though. Just a regular dancer who thought that hopping off the stage and straight into my lap would convince me to choose her tonight.

If she’d followed protocol, she should have already put on the waitress uniform, which is standard in all our network’s clubs. Not that it would hide much more. The outfit is so small it’s practically a bikini.

Despite that, despite the skimpy attire, there’s no more prostitution activity in our clubs, which displeased the old guard of the Brotherhood.

Even before Yerik took over as Pakhan, he had already put a stop to it. If one of the employees wants to go out with clients, that’s on her, as long as they’re members of the Organization—who make up eighty percent of the patrons. The rest are corrupt government officials on our payroll.

“Are you sure?” the girl asks, surprising me, because I’d forgotten she was still here.

I beckon her closer with a finger, and when she leans in, I tuck a hundred-dollar bill into the side of her thong.

“Tomorrow,” I whisper in her ear, though I’m not sure I actually want to fuck her.

She finally leaves us, and I watch her ample ass sway away.

I’m crazy about asses, so yeah, maybe I’ll give her a shot.

“I’m getting married,” Maxim blurts out suddenly.

I start to laugh, and his serious face, trying to pretend this shit isn’t a joke, soon turns my chuckle into a full-blown guffaw.

“Man, it took me two decades to finally find some sense of humor behind that scowl.”

“It’s not a joke. I’m marrying Anastacia, Ruslan’s goddaughter.”

“What?”

“Remember her?”

Fuck me. He’s serious.

“Of course. The orphan.”

He explains that the former Pakhan wants him to marry the girl to protect her. The story is so bizarre it can only be true.

Anastacia’s entire family was wiped out in a fire that Ruslan suspects was arson.

“He thinks his goddaughter is at risk in Russia?”

“Yes. Especially if, as he suspects, whoever killed her family is part of the Organization. Whether inside a convent or out, our homeland wouldn’t be safe for the girl.”

“I don’t even know what to say about how fucked up this plan is.”

“It won’t be that hard. Less than three years. In that time, we’ll have a chance to find the real culprit who wiped out her family. In the end, Anastacia will be twenty-one, in possession of a fortune, and free to decide if she wants to return to the convent or get married.”

“I thought she’d already be married to you.”

“Hmm... no. This arrangement ends as soon as those nearly three years are up.”

“And if you haven’t found who killed her family by then?”

“I’ll find them. The moment we sign the marriage contract, Anastacia becomes my responsibility, and you know how obsessed I am with not leaving loose ends.”

“Man, this shit is too crazy even for you. I mean, the girl’s a nun, for fuck’s sake. How do you imagine living with her?”

“We won’t be living together. We’ll marry by proxy as soon as the license comes through. In a few days, probably. Then we’ll use our influence to bring her over, but I’ll hardly ever see her. She’ll be well installed and protected. No different from life in the convent.”

“Have you ever been in a convent?”

“No, but I imagine there’s a routine. That way, all Anastacia will have to do is be a good girl, stay obedient, and say her prayers, or whatever the hell they do in a convent all day.”

“How old is she again?”

“She just turned eighteen.”

“A teenager.”

“An adult in the eyes of the law. There are girls dancing here that age.”

“Teenagers are rebellious. Maybe you have no idea what you’re getting into.”

“She’s a mafia princess. Raised to know her place. Even though, from what I’ve learned, her father wasn’t cruel like most patriarchs in the Organization, I have no doubt she learned well that duty comes before any desire or fulfillment.”

“Still seems like a batshit crazy plan to me. Lucky fucker that he chose you.”

“Not luck. It was deliberate. You weren’t suitable because of the dimples.”

“The Pope said that?”

“Yep. And some shit about your smiles making women faint.”

“Even if I’m not the one marrying her, I might still manage to make the little nun sigh.”

“Don’t even think about that shit. From the moment I marry Anastacia, she’s my obligation. I’ll protect her, and that includes not letting you use her like you do your women.”

I laugh.

“Why, with you it’s very different, right? You live intense romances.”

“No, but I’m honest about what I want from them. Sex and nothing more. I don’t pretend they’re my girlfriends.”

“I don’t like closing doors. I always leave the possibilities open.”

“What you do with your life is your problem, as long as you don’t come near the woman I’m going to marry.”

“But she’ll only be your wife on paper, have you thought about that?”

“What?”

“You’re going to go without sex for three years? Because from what I understand, the girl is supposed to remain untouched. Whether it’s because she’s marrying the Creator for good, or because she’ll be arranged a real marriage at the end of those three years.”

He falls silent, and I see he hadn’t considered that yet.

“It won’t be a real marriage. Both Yerik and Ruslan know that. I just have to be discreet. Anyway, when have you ever seen me parading a woman around? Sex for me is just an organic necessity.”

“Sham marriage or not, get ready to earn the hatred of Talassa, Lara, and Yulia. They don’t tolerate betrayal.”

“It won’t be betrayal, damn it. The relationship won’t go beyond the piece of paper.”

“Alright. Assuming none of them kill you, how is this going to work in your head?”

“What?”

“Anastacia will just be an item to be checked off on your daily to-do list?”

“Exactly.”

“Continuing to fuck women while being married to her won’t mess up your rules?”

He stares at me, and I know what he’s thinking. Of all of us, the only faithful ones are Yerik, Grigori, and Dmitri, because they’re crazy about their partners.

Relationships in our world mean sex without commitment or marriage. There’s no in-between.

“I see I’ve tied your genius brain in a knot,” I say. “You should think about it, because one thing’s for sure: you may be different from us in most ways, but when it comes to fucking, you’re as human as any other fucker of our gender.”

He gets up, walks to the lounge railing, and I join him.

“Hadn’t considered that aspect, had you?” I ask.

“What could I do? Say no to a request for help from Ruslan? I owe him my life.”

“I’d never refuse to help the Pope either, if he’d asked me. However, I wouldn’t have any problem continuing to fuck around, even if in the eyes of the law I was the nun’s husband. But we’re different, because my rules are limited to the Organization. You have a bunch for every damn sector of your life. One way or another, marrying the girl will change your routine. Are you ready for that?”

He leaves without giving me an answer, and knowing him like I do, I know his brain is short-circuiting.

Maxim doesn’t know nuances. For him, everything is black or white.

I look at the dance floor and see a few female patrons dancing alone. They’re beautiful, but they look drunk, which puts me off. I like my women lucid and very willing.

I decide to go after the nice ass, but as I’m heading down the stairs to the first floor, my phone rings with a message that sends my plans straight to hell. It would be impossible to spend the night fucking after reading it.

“He had nightmares again.”

And how the hell does she expect me to fix that?

I reply the only way I know how.

“Don’t leave his side. Make him feel safe.”
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Leonid

Boston

Weeks Later

IN MY WORLD, A SECOND can make all the difference, and I have precious few of them to try and stop the man I consider a brother from being killed.

I enter Maxim’s office in the nightclub with an evacuation plan already formed in my head and my gun drawn. The moment I see him on the phone, I shout:

“Hang up. We have to leave.”

“Anastacia, I will send you an address so you can come see me tomorrow, or perhaps the day after. I have to go,” he says to the caller and then, without argument, grabs a Glock 20 from the desk drawer and follows me.

“Back door,” I say.

“No. If this is an attack, they’ll have both exits covered. We go through the emergency route.”

He’d explained to me the last time I was here that, like every Organization nightclub, there’s a secret door in the vault room.

In the hallway, armed men are coming toward us.

I’m a much better shot than he is, but perhaps because he’s not worried about his own life today, only about protecting me, Maxim is faster. He throws a knife between the eyes of one of the motherfuckers, who drops at our feet.

I kill the other with a single shot to the head, and within seconds, our own men appear to escort us.

“What’s the situation downstairs?” he asks the soldiers.

“No clients hurt. The shooter bastards came in disguised as delivery men. They were in the kitchen,” one of them answers.

“We’ll get the details later, Maxim. Right now, we have to go,” I warn.

“Don’t let anyone leave,” he says, because tonight was for Organization members only, and everyone will need to be questioned. “And when you catch the intruders, call me.”

We walk to the emergency door in the room adjoining his office and from there, pass into the building next door.

Only me, him, and the other three members of the elite know you can evacuate the club without using the main doors.

We take the stairs down, and five minutes later, we’re in the car.

“How did they get past surveillance?” he asks.

I shake my head.

“Had to be one of ours who tipped them off. Disguised or not, the intruders would have had to identify themselves before entering,” I say. “We’ll find the traitor and punish the motherfuckers who set foot in your territory.”

“Not enough. We need to hit one of their underbosses at home. The response has to be proportional. You know what it means that they got direct access to me: they’re challenging us. This is a declared war now, and no one is safe anymore. Yerik will have to move his trip to Boston forward, for our meeting. We can’t leave any openings for another attack.”

“I think we should meet at the Farm. No one knows the location except us and the guests we’ve taken there. Since dead men tell no tales, there’s no safer place.”

His phone rings, and when he hangs up, I’m surprised to learn it was his wife.

“Have you met her yet?”

“We spoke on the phone earlier today.”

“And the second time you talk to your wife, you treat her like that?” I ask, completely fucking baffled, because even though I’ve never had a serious relationship, I’ve lived for years with my three married friends, and I notice they don’t treat their wives like the rest of humanity. It’s like they’ve put them on pedestals.

“She’s not my fucking wife, and she shouldn’t have called. It could have put us both at risk.”

“The girl just left a convent and is in a strange country, Maxim. It’s natural she’d want to talk to you. I get that you don’t want to form an attachment. In your place, I’d do the same. But remember, even though she was raised in the Organization, she spent the last three years isolated among sisters of charity. She might have forgotten certain rules of the world she was raised in. What I’m trying to say—and I’m the world’s shittiest advisor—is that you shouldn’t treat her like you treat us.”

He falls silent, and I know it’s better not to push. I can’t even imagine what it’s like to have to enter a marriage of convenience to fulfill a request from Ruslan. If it were me, I’d have no problem continuing to see my women.

Convenience is convenience, for fuck’s sake! It’s not real. But Maxim’s life doesn’t work that way. He has everything organized in compartments.

“What are we going to do?” he asks, and I know he’s changed the subject. He, like me, hates talking about personal life, though with Anastacia, the line between private and work is getting blurred. “We can’t wait for them to act again before we retaliate.”

“The Pakhan will have to declare open war on Los Morales. No more warnings from either side. Time to invite them to the dance.”

“This bullshit of each of us in a different state only works because Grigori got the secure phones from Odin. Otherwise, in a situation like this, we’d be fucked,” he says.

I left his house in the early hours. After spending over an hour in a meeting with Yerik, Grigori, and Dmitri, I finally make it to my apartment.

I’ve barely stepped inside when I’m informed that the enemy soldiers who invaded the club are almost all dead, and we’ve caught the one responsible for letting the Mexicans in. Both he and the surviving members of Los Morales have already been interrogated.

It was a risky move, entering Maxim’s territory. A suicide mission, really.

Why go to Le Crépuscule?

Because they didn’t just want to kill him; they wanted to eliminate him inside his own territory, his club, the place where he was supposed to be safe.

I step out of the shower and look at myself in the mirror above the sink, thinking about the plans for next week.

California, along with New Mexico and Arizona, are still my territories, even if I’m not physically there, and I’ve just ordered that Fernando Morales’s nephews—the head of the cartel we’re at war with—be dead by tomorrow.

We’re businessmen on both sides. Nothing is personal. But in our battles with rival organizations, family has always been off-limits. The Mexicans, however, don’t seem to be playing by those rules anymore.

Tonight, they invaded our house. They tried to kill Maxim knowing he’s like a brother to our Pakhan. Now, they’ll get payback.

It was only luck that had me arriving at the club at that moment.

What they have no idea about is that I never repay an offense proportionally.

I’m not known for my moderation, but for destroying everything in my path.
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Sierra

“STOP RUNNING. YOUR life doesn’t have to be this way. You could be treated like the princess you are.”

I read the message again, crumpling the paper tightly, a shiver of fear running down my spine. No matter how well I hide, he always finds me, and in his twisted way, he tries to act like a protector.

Fernando Morales. The monster who contributed to my birth, giving me half his genetic load.

I tear the paper into tiny pieces and flush them down the toilet of this hotel room in Arizona, thinking my father’s offer is almost a joke.

Treated like a princess while living in the middle of a drug cartel? In his warped mind, does he truly believe I’d be safe there?

Whenever he finds one of my hideouts and sends messages like this, I have to move again. I don’t trust humans, and he’s at the top of the list, no matter how much he says he cares.

The only decent thing he ever did for me was to let my mother register me with only her surnames, because having any link to Fernando Morales increases the odds of my life being cut short.

Beyond all the anger I hold for him, there’s one thing I’ll never get over: he never once tried to help me find Juana. Like everyone else, he just assumed she was kidnapped and killed by a rival cartel.

I squeeze my eyes shut at the thought of my sister. She and my mother are my only two weaknesses. I never let myself cry when I remember them because I’m afraid that once I start, all my mental strength will unravel.

I go into the bathroom, close the door, and lean back against it, sliding down to sit on the floor.

It’s my favorite place to think, where I find some peace. Maybe it’s a leftover habit from when Mama would tell me and my sister to hide whenever she thought we were in danger.

Even though he always kept me away from the cartel, it only took his enemies digging a little deeper to find us. That’s one of the reasons I became a drifter—besides running from him, obviously. Not just because I need to find out what happened to my sister, but because staying put means they could capture me to use as leverage against my father.

The biggest problem is I don’t even know who I’m running from—his enemies, I mean. I know he’s always at war with other syndicates, but who are these people?

If the newspaper reports are anything to go by, my father’s cartel has grown massively in recent years. No place is safe for me, and I can’t afford to stay still. I have to keep looking for my sister.

I don’t even know if she’s in the U.S. or in Mexico.

I bury my head between my knees, trying to calm down. I’ve had panic attacks for years, when my mind plays tricks on me, conjuring images of what might have happened to Juana if an enemy cartel took her.

I take a deep breath, pulling the air in, praying it will work, but my heart is pounding so hard it’s almost physically painful.

I get up and decide to go for a drive.

I don’t usually go out at night, but I’m feeling claustrophobic in this hotel room and need to get out.

I drive for several miles before pulling over at a roadside bar, just staring at the glowing sign advertising a beer brand.

I’m tempted to go in. Not for the drink.

Thanks to my mother’s influence—she abhorred anything to do with drugs or alcohol—I’ve never drunk, smoked, or used any kind of narcotic. What makes me want to go in is the chance to hear people’s voices. When I feel too lonely, I watch YouTube channels. Half the time I don’t even pay attention to what they’re saying. I just miss the sound of human voices.

After scanning the nearly deserted parking lot, I work up the nerve and get out of the car.

I walk quickly to the bar and, to my relief, once I’m inside, nobody even notices me, wrapped up in their own lives.

I see two pool tables in a corner. One is empty, and smiling to myself, I walk over.

A little life beyond Netflix and workouts, Sierra.

Let’s see if I still remember how to have fun.

Half an hour later, I notice a blonde woman watching me play. It’s obvious she wants to approach but doesn’t know how. Normally, I’d ignore her, but I’m feeling bold tonight.
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