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Kidnapped by the enemy. Bought by the jefe. Will his smoldering touch thaw her frozen heart?

Rubén Lozano, the new leader of the Lozano Cartel, craves peace amidst a legacy of bloodshed and death. He never expected to find his ex-lover, Drina Cabrera, in the clutches of his vicious rivals. Her haunted eyes compel him to rescue her, but freeing her is another matter.

After five months of captivity, Drina trades one captor for another. Though she succumbs to Rubén’s masterful touch, the bittersweet memory of her daughter and the life she was stolen from is a constant wedge between them.

When Rubén’s darkest secret comes out, he will have to wash his hands in crimson. Will Drina let her king face the danger alone, or stand at his side as his cartel queen?
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Lozano Cartel: a large criminal organization based in Sonora whose influence stretches across Mexico and parts of the United States. They deal in drugs and arms trafficking with ties to other organizations worldwide.

Tronco de la Muerte Cartel: a small criminal organization based in Chihuahua that deals in drugs and human trafficking. A tentative peace treaty unites them with the Lozanos, their former rivals.

Villegas Cartel: a small criminal organization based in Durango. Allies with the Lozanos through a marriage alliance. The Villegas boss’s daughter was married to the now-deceased Lozano heir.

Saldivar Cartel: a mid-sized criminal organization. Allies with the Lozanos through a marriage alliance. The Saldivar boss’s cousin is married to the sister of the Lozano boss.

Onyx: a recently defunct American-based criminal organization whose partnership with the Lozanos ended almost twenty years ago and, after a brief war, resulted in a peace treaty. Now, the Lozano Cartel is moving into Onyx territory after the latter’s federal shutdown.

Terenzio Autodefensa: an anti-cartel resistance group based in Oaxaca.
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Translations
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A couple of Spanish words are used in this story. Some have been adopted into the English language, so you’re likely familiar with them, but I’ve listed below the possibly more unfamiliar ones.

ay Dios mío – oh my God

ayúdame – help me

carajo – fuck

gracias a Dios – thank God

guayabera – men’s striped shirt with double breasted pockets

huaraches – leather-strapped sandals

madre de Dios – mother of God

mi cielo – sweetheart

mierda – shit

narco – drug trafficker

tío – uncle
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“Come on, Drina! Dance with us!”

Drina Cabrera stayed seated on the plush plaid blanket and grinned at her work friends. “I’m happy to watch you guys!” she called out to Jameca.

Jameca and Neena pouted before they kept dancing on the fringes of the cheering, gyrating crowd in the outdoor arena.

Drina nursed her delicious fruity red wine cooler as the hard rock tune blasting from the open-air stage cranked the volume of her headache. Thousands of too-bright lights masked the stars in the hazy sky, while the cloying scent of tobacco and marijuana irritated her nostrils. She shivered as the cool December breeze lifted her long ponytail from her nape. 

Whoever scheduled the Mexico City Live Music Festival in the middle of winter should have their heads examined.

Her friends dashed to the blanket in a flurry of laughter and perfume.

“Next time,” Jameca said as she snatched a hard lemonade from the cooler, “you’re dancing with us. No excuses.” She twisted off the cap with the bottom of her sweater and bobbed her head to the music, the beads in her dark braids jingling.

Maldita sea, Drina silently cursed. Jameca had driven the seven-hour trip from Oaxaca City earlier that day, but with all the drinks she’d downed since they arrived at the festival, Drina would have to step in as the designated driver when they left for their hotel. If only they had rented one of the many glamping tents the festival coordinators provided. She finished her first—and last—bottle and moaned from the splash of liquor on her tongue. Being responsible sucked. 

“Ah, you know how she is, Jameca. Drina does not know how to loosen up,” Neena replied in broken Spanish. Though the Portuguese expat could read Spanish perfectly, she struggled to speak it with the nuances and dialect of a native. She sucked on her cigarette and continued dancing, dirtying the blanket with her boots. 

Drina’s cheeks heated. Loosen up. Right. If she hadn’t promised her mother she would socialize more, she would’ve declined Jameca’s offer to tag along. The stick up her ass had been there for years. She’d had fun at school, and that landed her pregnant and alone. Now, she strove every day to wow her bosses at Casa Fantasía Editorial, where she worked as a developmental editor. Someday, she’d get a promotion. Maybe even start her own small press. She laughed to herself, though she could almost taste it. Touch it. She just had to keep her nose to the grindstone.

Not a simple thing to do as a single mom.

“Now that you guys are back to watch our stuff, I’m going to grab my jacket from the car. Keys, please.” She stood and towered over the two petite women in her fancy leather boots. The body heat radiating from the crowd barely warmed her up.

Jameca fished her keys from her jeans pocket and tossed them over. “Want me to come?”

“No, that’s all right. I’ll be fine with all these people around.” Drina rearranged the bits of metal in her hand so that the keys stuck out between her fingers. As Jameca’s eyebrows rose, Drina lifted the impromptu weapon. “Still, a woman should always be prepared.” In her twenty-nine years, she’d learned that better than most.

As she left the crowd behind, the roar of the music softened to a steady ba-dum ba-dum ba-dum. The clerk and the pair of security guards at the ticket booth had vacated their posts, so she unlatched the gate herself. In the parking lot, the delicious scent of grilled meat and spices drifted from the food trucks. Vendors sold overpriced souvenirs, glow sticks, blankets, and the ugliest sweaters in the colorful lights of makeshift stalls. Laughter and voices resounded as she headed down a long aisle of vehicles. Dozens of people loitered in cliques of two or three while larger groups danced to the bouncy Tejano music that blared from a few car stereos. 

Deeper in the lot, the partygoers thinned out. A vehicle jostled and squeaked beneath a flickering yellow streetlight as giggling and moaning echoed beyond the foggy windows.

Drina smirked and hurried along. Silently cursing how far back Jameca had to park, she fisted the keys tighter. She should’ve taken her friend’s offer of company. Hell, she should’ve remembered her jacket in the first place. Even with the music fans back across the lot, this part of the area was vacant. Lifeless. Shadows from the surrounding woods crept across the asphalt like the gnarled, deathly fingers of la Parca, the Grim Reaper. 

Tempted to forget her jacket and head back to her friends, she spotted Jameca’s metallic-blue sedan three spots ahead. A sudden rush of goosebumps prickled her skin. From the nippy air or the unease skating through her, she didn’t know. Battling against her nerves, she forged on. The air shifted behind her. She jerked around just as a man body-slammed her against Jameca’s trunk. Pain shot through her.

“Leave me alone!” She slashed her weapon at the stranger’s face.

“Goddamn it.” He backed up and held his cheek. Blood welled between his fingers.

“Help!” Drina bolted away. Someone would hear her screaming. They had to. His arms snaked around her and hauled her back against his massive chest. His stench of musk, leather, and cheap cigarettes thickened in her nose and mouth like ash. She stomped his foot, kicked his shin, and elbowed his gut before dashing off, still miraculously clutching the keys.

A string of vile curses spewed from his lips. He chased her down, swung her around, and backhanded her across the face.

“Ahh!” Agony seared her cheek. She stumbled back and clasped the open wound. Hot, oily blood smeared her shaking hand. The scowl on the asshole’s face turned her stomach over.

He punched his fist against his open palm and stepped into the glow of a streetlight. The weak beam glinted off his skull ring, which sliced her skin.

A shit-eating grin broke across his face. Then someone grabbed her from behind and stuffed a stinky cloth over her mouth. She screamed and struggled, dropping the keys. Chaos ricocheted through her. Her chest ached and throat convulsed. A beat-up, white moving truck roared down the aisle and stopped in front of her.

“No!” The cloth muffled her cries. Faraway shouts sliced through the buzzing in her ears as though someone was racing to her rescue.

“Shit. Hurry up.” The first man yanked open the back doors, the rusted hinges screeching.

Inside the compartment, six women lay unconscious, bound and gagged.

“My daughter needs me!” she shouted, but her voice was gone, a victim of the bitter chemical taste in her mouth. Clinging to her mental image of Sera’s black hair and hazel-green eyes, she blinked rapidly to focus her dulling senses. Lethargy deadened her muscles. Somehow, someway, she would get back to her little girl. A dark haze blanketed her mind, drawing her into oblivion.
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Five Months Later

“Quit daydreaming, Drina, or you will be hit,” Olga whispered beside her and nodded toward the armed, pinch-faced narco who passed them by.

Drina ducked her head, stashed a kilo of pink pills in the box at her feet, and opened another plastic bag from the stack at her workstation. The scratched metal table stretched from the manager’s office to the dock door in the old brick factory, a far downgrade from her nice wooden desk in the office building where she used to work. Nearly two dozen women toiled alongside her. Heavy footsteps resounded in her ears. God only knew how many thugs were patrolling the distribution center. As air chugged through the ventilation ducts that crossed the lofty ceiling, she rubbed her nose on the short sleeve of her oversized gray work shirt. The faint chemical stench of fumes soured the warm air as the cooks processed another batch of drugs.

With a shiny spade, she scooped the pills from a large pan into the bag, which she weighed on a digital scale, and added another half scoop until the weight equaled one kilo. Then she sealed the bag and filled another. Her throat tightened. It would be so easy to swallow a handful of the uppers and take her chances in the afterlife. If the uppers didn’t work, a bullet to the head would. Surveillance cameras and narcos were everywhere. But no. Suicide or even tricking a man into killing her for the theft wasn’t an option. Sera needed her to come back home.

Picking up her pace, she filled the box and raised her arm to signal a guard. After an ugly, scarred thug dropped an empty box at her feet with a clatter and carted away the full one, she touched the slightly raised, bumpy line on her cheek, where the asshole, Ivan, had struck her back in Mexico City. Scarred, right. Like she had any room to judge.

Staticky words she couldn’t decipher crackled from someone’s handheld radio across the large, cramped room. As the office door slammed open, she jolted upright in her chair. 

Jéron Otero, the wiry, forty-something-year-old leader of the Tronco de la Muerte Cartel, stomped out of the room. His bald, sweating distribution site manager, Hugo Soler, scrambled out behind him like an obedient dog. They headed outside through the guarded doorway on the side wall.

Tension burrowed in Drina’s veins. The guards shifted and clutched their rifles closer, as though all hell would break loose. Otero and his goons only visited the Chihuahua-based facility once a month to check on the progress of the ecstasy variant, K-18, but all hands were now on deck. If Otero’s potential deal with the leader of a rival cartel disintegrated into flying bullets, her life would certainly be over.

“I’m pleased you had a pleasant flight,” Otero schmoozed, striding back inside.

Five strangers followed, and Soler took up the rear.

She turned and scooped more pills, then froze. Heart skipping, she jerked her gaze back to the new arrivals. Dios mío. Rubén Lozano Sanchez! The tall, broad-shouldered man who still haunted her dreams walked beside Otero with an air of authority the Tronco de la Muerte jefe could never match. From Rubén’s golden-brown hair, square jaw, and the tattoos inking his neck, he was the sexiest man she’d ever seen. For as much as she once loved him, he was a liar. A user. The father of her daughter, a girl he would never know about.

Tears pricked her eyes. Her hands shook, and she dropped the spade with a clank.

Several pills pinged and rolled across the table.

A gasp clogged her throat. Everything inside her stilled. She quickly glanced around, but none of the guards paid her any attention.

Olga and the other women closest to her hunkered down and cast her covert glances.

Forcing air into her straining lungs, Drina wiped away her tears and picked up the drugs. Thank God the border surrounding each side of her workstation prevented the pills from falling off.

Maybe Rubén would help her for old times’ sake—if he knew she was there. Before she lost her nerve, she tucked in her shoulders to appear as small as possible and headed toward the entourage as they filed into the conference room. Bile rose, and the bland ham sandwich she’d eaten for dinner spoiled. The floor threatened to open beneath her.

“Stop right there, girl,” a thug called out, gravel deepening his tone.

She froze, unsure who had spoken. Several narcos glared at her, so she pointed toward the restroom, one door down from the meeting area. Usually, she and the other women could use it when needed. As a heavyset man, likely the speaker, stomped toward her with the delicacy of a rhino, she quickened her pace to the conference room. 

A skinny, pockmarked guard with beady eyes and pursed lips blocked the entrance. His fingers flexed around his AK-15.

She swallowed hard as Rubén shook hands with Otero’s chief chemist. “Rubén? Señor Lozano?” she corrected herself, a slight quiver heightening her voice. Humiliation heated her skin to let her former lover see her reduced circumstances, but she couldn’t help it. The heavier guard snatched her arm and bit his nails deep. She held back a wince.

Rubén arched his eyebrow at her. No recognition flashed in his eyes. He turned and grabbed a chair from the rectangular boardroom table.

“Wait. I know your sister, Carmen.”

He whipped back around, his eyes wide.

Soler glowered at her, then pivoted to Rubén. “My apologies, señor. The bitch will be severely reprimanded. Please, have a seat.” 

Reprimanded? Bah! She’d be black and blue before Soler or his goons were done with her—if Rubén refused to help her. 

“Let her through,” Rubén demanded, crossing his arms over his chest.

“Stand down,” Otero instructed the guards.

The one in front of Drina stepped aside as the other released her. 

Rubbing her abused skin, she entered the dingy, beige room and eyed the boxes of K-18 piled high in the corner next to the copy machine and printer combo. Three of Rubén’s men gawked at her as though she’d grown a second head. No surprise there. Only an idiot would interrupt a meeting between rival gang members. However, the fourth man merely lifted his eyebrow. He was a duplicate of Rubén with the same hazel-green eyes and strong jawline, though he was older with a white streak running the length of his dark hair from above his left eye. He had to be Jesús. Rubén’s uncle was born with poliosis—a lack of pigmentation that affected his hair—or so she remembered her ex saying once.

“How do you know my sister?”

She flinched, facing Rubén. How could he not remember her? “May we speak privately?” Soler and Otero would shut her down before she made it halfway through her plea.

A harsh sigh left Rubén’s lips. “Forgive me, gentlemen. Apparently, I need to speak with the lady in private. Leave us,” he commanded as though he was in charge of the premises.

Once Rubén’s entourage obeyed, Otero forced a tight-lipped smile, gathered the folders and paperwork on the table, and tromped out. His men followed.

The Lozano Cartel jefe closed the metal door with a light click. His gaze narrowed on Drina. “Have you heard from my sister?”

His full attention silenced the words on her tongue. She licked her dry lips and rubbed her clenching chest. Her heart ached. Shame about the present and anger over the past rolled through her in a tidal wave of regret. So much regret.

“You look familiar.” He cocked his head as though trying to place her in his memory. “Have you gone mute, woman?”

Sighing, she drew back her shoulders. “Carmen and I were part of the Terenzio Autodefensa, the anti-cartel resistance group in Savillaruz, Oaxaca. I last saw her several months ago when she said goodbye to her friends before leaving the compound with her boyfriend. She said her brother was a good man, even though he wanted to find and punish them.”

Rubén stepped so close they could touch if she moved a hairsbreadth forward. His body heat engulfed her, the rich scent of his sandalwood cologne teasing her nostrils and stirring something deep and primal in her belly. She trembled, but not in fear. In desire. How was it possible? After all this time, Rubén still had the same effect on her—the power to turn her into mush. Though he’d been nothing to sneeze at back in his mid-twenties, he was now thirty-five years old, a full-grown man in every sense of the word.

He leaned down, slowly as if not to scare her. His hot breath skated across her damaged cheek, raising a parade of goosebumps and shooting tingles to her toes. This close, she could make out the tattoos on his neck—a pair of wings embracing a crown. The ink was blacker than midnight in a hurricane, likely a new addition since he took over his family’s criminal empire.

“Punish them for what, little girl?”

His husky voice wrapped the unspoken threat in a blanket of need. She swallowed, steeling her spine. “For killing the former Lozano leader, your father.”

“That is true. Carmen’s lover murdered my father—our father—before they ran off. Are you sure you haven’t heard from her?” He brushed his fingertip across her scar. 

She gasped and planted her feet. “I-I swear on my life,” she stuttered, his decadent touch heating her skin. He stepped back, taking his enthrallment and the scent of his cologne with him. Doubling over, she braced herself on her knees and heaved. Dios. She was pathetic. The man chuckled softly, his cockiness snapping her upright. The dimple in his left cheek beamed at her. 

“Please, will you help me?” Drina forced out through gritted teeth. “I was kidnapped five months ago and sold to Soler. The other women with me went to some high-class brothel, but that disgusting pimp didn’t want me because of my injury. He thought the gash would scar over.” She clasped her scarred cheek, so damn relieved Ivan had left the mark, saving her from sexual slavery. With the two flashy gold rings on Rubén’s right hand and the three on his left, Rubén could do real damage, as well, if he struck her. 

“Why would I help?” he lashed out, his amusement gone. He crossed his arms again, the silk red shirt beneath his black suit jacket bunching. The silver chain dangling from his neck and the matching stud in his ear gleamed in the overhead light. “You knowing my sister isn’t enough incentive. Besides, resistance fighters are like bugs in a pantry. They should be exterminated.”

What did she expect? He was a cartel thug—a prince back when she knew him. Now, he was a king. He wouldn’t help her. Not if his life depended on it. Then again, he might step up if he knew she was the mother of his child. But telling him would put Sera in his crosshairs. That, she couldn’t risk.

The rage simmering in her veins boiled over. “Do you really not remember me?” she snapped, forgetting her manners. Out of instinct honed from her time in captivity, she clamped her mouth shut and braced for a slap. The seconds passed. She blinked back at him.

A frown creased his lips. He tilted his head again, searching her face. “Who are you?”

“My name is Drina Cabrera Nieto, and you broke my heart.”

****
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Fucking hell. Rubén stilled, the highlight reel of his best and worst moments with Drina zipping through his head—making love in his bed, rolling around on the sandy white beach, laughing over burritos at the plaza. The day she learned the truth about his parentage, his history, his affiliations, when she walked out of his life forever.

Breaking his heart.

Drina—fucking—Cabrera. What the hell was she doing with the Tronco de la Muertes? He scowled at her baggy shirt, pants, and flimsy huarache sandals. The sexy fashionista he once knew wouldn’t be caught dead in something so wretched. He must’ve been blind not to have recognized her right away, but nine years without contact was a long time. Besides, he never expected to find her here of all places.

He stroked the puckered pinkish-brown scar on her warm, flushed cheek. Had someone taken a knife to her? He shouldn’t care. Drina had dumped him at the end of her junior year and ran home like a coward without letting him explain. He owed her nothing. Not his time, his compassion, his vengeance. She’d made her choice to leave his protection. However she landed at the mercy of the Tronco de la Muertes, he wasn’t responsible.

His gut tightened, the old feelings he’d locked away now stirring up a shitstorm inside him. “What do you expect from me? I cannot help you.”

“You must. I have to go home. My daughter needs me.”

He stiffened. “Daughter? You’re married.”

She rubbed her left hand as though feeling the absence of her marriage band. “Widowed. Jacinto died two years ago. I don’t belong here, Rubén. None of us women do. We’re forced to sleep in the basement on cots with threadbare mattresses and blankets. Rats squeak at all hours of the night. That monster Soler or his guards hit us for the tiniest mistakes.” She gripped his jacket lapels, imploring him with her huge, teary eyes. “Get me out of here.”

“No.” The stakes were too high. Too high for him.

“I’ll do whatever you want. Give you anything. Should I touch you? Debase myself for your amusement? Please. Help me.” Trembling, she clutched him harder as a sob broke free.

He hesitantly wrapped his arms around her, steeling his heart against her misery. Sweat trickled down his spine. He never thought he would have the chance to hold Drina again, but this woman wasn’t the same girl he knew. He should walk the fuck out, sign the papers, get back on his jet, and down a bottle of tequila.

She dragged in a shuddering breath and stood back on her own. “Will you at least take a letter to my mother?” she asked, much calmer now, and wiped at the tear stains on his shirt. “Let her know I’m alive. She has to be thinking the worst. My daughter, my cousins, my friends—everyone must think I’m dead.”

“For their sake, it’s best they think that. If they knew the truth, it would drive them insane.”

“The not knowing is driving them insane, I’m sure. You don’t have to tell them where I am. Just let them know I’m safe.”

He snorted. “You aren’t safe.”

“No, I’m not.” She hugged herself and glanced toward the door, where her masters waited just beyond it.

Her masters. Carajo. Fuck. Otero and Soler cut costs on labor by enslaving people they thought no one would miss. It was one of the many reasons he initially resisted allying with them. “You are lucky you’re not at a brothel. Scarred or not, a hot thing like you would make any man fork over his cash.” He would screw the women at the Lozano-owned strip clubs and brothels all day long—they worked there willingly and made good money for their effort—but rapists or men who knowingly frequented establishments where women were forced to work should have their balls chopped off. He could only imagine the pain Drina had suffered. Being kidnapped, beaten, and starved probably didn’t top the list. 

“Listen to me.” He twitched his nose from the stench of chemicals in the air and lowered his head to hers. Her dark eyes dilated as his breath puffed across her tear-streaked face. “The criminal world revolves around drugs, arms, and human smuggling. The Lozanos only deal in the first two. If Otero and I make peace tonight, we will save both cartel and civilian lives.” He stroked the length of her messy braid, hating his need to touch her. “If I help you, I could worsen the situation with the Tronco de la Muertes. Be strong, Drina, or you will never survive.”

She blinked back tears. “If I cannot go home, I would rather die.”

“That’s your choice.” He gently turned her arm palm up and traced a line across the vein in her soft, fragile wrist. The heat of her skin nearly burned his fingers. “Slice upward, not across. You’ll bleed out faster that way, and it’s less painful. Do you have access to a knife?”

“S-scissors,” she stuttered. Her cheeks paled, bleaching out the warm hues in her tawny skin tone. “I can get some scissors. Sharp ones.”

“That will work. Good luck, Drina.” He strode away and flung open the door.

Otero, Soler, and Rubén’s men converged on him.

“I’m done with the lady.” He stepped aside and stared at Drina expectantly.

Instead of bolting from the room, she shook so badly that he would think she was coming down from a high if he didn’t know any better.

“Move it, bitch.” Otero hiked his thumb over his shoulder. “I’ll deal with you later.”

Rubén gnashed his teeth. Of course, the prick would beat her for this stunt.

As Drina scurried from the room, Rubén fisted his hands to keep them off Otero’s mangy neck. He turned back to the smug jefe. “Let’s do this.”
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“Six months ago, K-18 hit the streets in the university and resort communities. Its bright color, hallucinogenic effects, and clean high make it a sought-after commodity. So what’s the problem with your drug?” Rubén spat the rhetorical question. Glaring at Jéron Otero, Hugo Soler, and the three lieutenants seated across from him, he rose from his chair and braced his hands on the scuffed boardroom tabletop. He stared back at the Muerte jefe. “Your men peddled it on Lozano territory without my permission. By selling to my customers, they prohibited my men from completing their own transactions, which is stealing from me. A gang war is the last thing either of us wanted, but we have it.”

“That is why Nevarez has been working with El Diablo Plata,” Otero stated. He nodded at the man beside him—his thuggish second-in-command, Nevarez—and then at Jesús Lozano, known as The Silver Devil in criminal circles.

Jesús bobbed his head, lounging in the hardback chair beside Rubén.

From his sharp suit and the white streak in his chin-length brown hair, the fifty-two-year-old man was the epitome of cool sophistication. But Rubén knew better. His uncle would pounce into action at the slightest provocation. As his councilman and procurer of merchandise, Jesús had arranged the terms of the current business agreement with Otero’s second-in-command weeks earlier—a task that had caused all sorts of arguments among Rubén’s other councilmen.

“The fighting is costing us too much money. We—I,” Otero corrected and smacked his lips, “needed to get your attention. The only way I could figure out how was to order my men to sell on your turf. It’s time we partner up.”

Rubén scoffed. Of course, Otero wanted him as a partner. With the Lozanos’ trade routes, the Muertes would reach the lucrative US market and more customers in their own country.

“Agreed.” Rubén straightened, narrowing his gaze on Otero. “You make K-18 and sell it as you normally would on your turf. The Lozanos will buy your product at the wholesale price, sell it on our turf, and distribute it to our foreign allies. Whenever we or our allies need more, we’ll contact you. If your men are found pushing on my turf again, this arrangement is over,” he reiterated the terms of the deal, ensuring there was no confusion. He sat back down. “The Muertes will make reparations to the Lozano Cartel at a fifty percent discount on the order we buy tonight. Next time, we pay the regular price. Will you abide by this?”

Otero pursed his lips but nodded. “You have the money?”

With Rubén’s nod, Jesús snatched a thick paper envelope from his briefcase and dumped it onto the table. Several stacks of large denomination United States dollar bills fell out.

Otero flipped through a few bundles, satisfaction gleaming in his dark eyes. “We have an agreement. Give him the papers, Nevarez.”

After the hard-faced man slid over a manila folder, Rubén flipped it open and thoroughly read the contract. He removed his sleek ballpoint pen from his inner jacket pocket and scrawled his name and date on the dotted line. Otero had already signed the document, so Rubén ripped off the top white page and handed the bottom yellow carbonless copy to his uncle.

Jesús stored the signed sheet in his briefcase and tossed the envelope to Nevarez, who stuffed the payment back inside it.

Otero stood and extended his hand toward Rubén. “Glad we’ve finally come to an agreement. I look forward to a long and prosperous union between our great cartels.”

Forcing a smile, Rubén followed him up and shook his hand.

Otero flicked his gaze at Nevarez. “See to the shipment.”

“Calvillo, go with him. Text me when it’s done,” Rubén instructed his enforcer, a short man with buzzed hair.

After the narcos headed out, Otero flashed Rubén a smug smile. “While they’re loading the merchandise, how about a tour? For safety purposes, I cannot show you where my chemists work.”

Safety, right. He was worried Rubén would steal his formula and push him out of business—and that was exactly Rubén’s end goal. The Muertes should’ve gone through the proper channels and requested a meeting to negotiate K-18’s distribution instead of pushing it on Lozano turf. That the drug first hit the market when Rubén was stuck in a power struggle with dissenting members of his deceased father’s council really chafed his ass.

“Not tonight. El Diablo Plata has already seen it. That’s good enough for me.” Rubén trusted Jesús to put the cartel first in all things. Beyond that, he kept the man at arm’s length.

“Certainly. You must be ready to leave. It’s a long trip back to Hermosillo,” Otero conceded.

Rubén left the conference room with his uncle and his remaining enforcers. Before he could think better of it, he shot his gaze to Drina at the long workstation table. No longer was she the starry-eyed barista working her way through school. He was six years her senior and had never intended for their first date to lead to a second and third, eventually coalescing into a whirlwind relationship, where he was a besotted fool head over heels for a woman he knew he couldn’t keep. But that was the past. It meant nothing to him now.

As much as he wanted to believe that, he wasn’t a liar. At least not with himself.

Drina weighed a bag of pills with automatic movements, as if she’d done the tedious task hundreds of times before. A condemning wet sheen filled her eyes as she met his gaze. Creases bracketed the mulish line of her lips, aging her beyond her years.

She ducked her head and dropped the sealed bag into a box.

What the fuck was wrong with him? He’d shown her how to slit her wrist, for Christ’s sake. Maybe he could help her. Sending her home, however, was out of the question. She could tell the police or federales whatever she’d learned from the Muertes and stir up trouble.

Her plea echoed in his mind. Once she outlived her usefulness, Soler or his men would likely dispose of her body in a mass grave or dirty alley. None of the women working quietly before him deserved such an end. At his own distribution centers and other areas of commerce, he never used slave labor. Even his bastard father had recognized the importance of developing partnerships and paying employees a decent wage to ensure their loyalty.

“Did Soler procure all these women?” he asked Otero.

“That, he did. Whenever he needs fresh meat, he either buys them from the slavers on my payroll or sends out his own enforcers to find stupid girls who wander where they don’t belong.” A grin crawled up his whiskered cheeks. “Are you in need of laborers?”

“Not at the moment. The girl who interrupted our meeting, how much is she?”

“You can have an hour with her for free. My gift. But usually, we don’t whore out the women here. We have brothels for that.”

Disgust raked Rubén’s arms like a skin-eating disease. What he wouldn’t do to put a bullet in the smarmy man’s head? “How much is she to buy permanently?” he growled.

“Buy?” Soler cut in. “She’s worthless. I got her for dirt cheap.”

Jesús arched his brow at Rubén in his signature Are you fucking with me? pose. Only seventeen years Rubén’s senior, his uncle rarely offered him advice outside of what was best for the cartel. Right then, Jesús probably wanted to speak up.

“Does your lackey speak for you, Otero?” Rubén leveled the accusation at the Muerte jefe as the lackey-in-question sputtered. A few guards stared, the tension in the room rising enough to prickle heat along Rubén’s skin. “We just agreed on a partnership. It’s not wise to refuse the most powerful ally you have of a simple request minutes later. Will you agree for twenty thousand US dollars?”

Otero’s eyebrows bunched over his beady eyes. “She’s yours. What is her name?”

“Drina Cabrera.”

He pivoted and stared off at the workers. “Girl, Drina. Get over here,” he snapped at her.

Startled, she rose from her chair. Her eyes ping-ponged inside the sockets as she shuffled over. Then she blinked hard and lifted her chin, meeting Otero’s gaze.

Rubén bit his cheek, keeping the smirk from his face. She was scared, but not broken. Thank fuck for that.

“Twenty grand,” Soler muttered, shaking his head. “Boss, with all due respect, I own the woman. If not for me, the slavers would’ve put a bullet in her head.”

Otero grabbed him by the front of his shirt. “Quiet, mutt. You will be paid.”

Soler squeaked before the jefe released him. He smoothed his shaky hands down his pants.

“Is that true?” Rubén asked her, noting the slight smile on her face at Soler’s fear. “Were they going to kill you?”

She nodded and touched her cheek, glancing down.

“I see.” The assholes had kidnapped her, hurt her so badly her skin scarred, and then planned to kill her for their fuck up. He turned back to the Muerte vermin. “I want proof of purchase in writing.”

“Come to the office.” Otero strode away with his mutt at his heels.

Rubén gripped Drina’s elbow and pulled her alongside him. Sparks shot from her to him at the skin-to-skin contact.

Surprise darkened her brown irises. She stumbled, struggling to keep up.

In the office, Otero snatched a pen and a stack of carbonless copy paper from the messy desk and scribbled on the top sheet. He nodded at Rubén. “Sign and hand over the money.”

Rubén released her and accepted the paper.

Transfer of Ownership to Rubén Lozano:

One Woman named Drina Cabrera for the Purchase Cost of USD 20k.

Payment on Delivery.

Jéron Otero

Revulsion slicked Rubén inside out. Reading the purchase agreement of a human being in such stark, unemotional terms knotted his gut. Fucking hell. He was actually doing this. He was buying a goddamned woman and breaking a solemn vow. Even though he was helping her, he wanted to put a bullet in his own head.

Drina gaped at him.

Whether she was more shocked or relieved, Rubén couldn’t tell. Ignoring Otero’s offered pen, he snatched his own and leaned on the desk to scrawl his name. As Otero tore away the main copy from the yellow receipt, Rubén swished his hand at Jesús.

His uncle sighed and hauled the briefcase onto the nearest chair.

After Jesús withdrew two ten-thousand dollar bundles from the emergency fund in the side pocket, Rubén tossed the money at Otero for the receipt.

Otero plucked several bills from one bundle, handed them to Soler, and smirked at Rubén. “Again, it’s a pleasure doing business with you.”

“Right,” Rubén drawled as his phone vibrated in his pocket. He fished it out and read Calvillo’s text.

—Shipment is loaded. Ready when you are.—

About time. He pulled Drina to the doorway, then faced Otero. “Remember this—stay off my fucking turf, or I will rain hellfire on your head in the likes you’ve never seen.”

With that, he stormed out.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three
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Drina gripped her hands together in the backseat. The sleek silver SUV sped through the Sonoran capital of Hermosillo so fast that the glow from the storefront lights and neon signs streaked in a mass of color. Tires spun, engines rumbled, and horns blew loud enough to shoot her nerves into the stratosphere. She scooted closer to the locked door, the soft, beige leather upholstery squeaking beneath her.

Across the bench seat, Rubén typed something on his smartphone. The cell’s backlight cast his scrunched features in sharp relief and deepened the shadows around him.

He’d barely said more than a few words to her once he liberated her from the Tronco de la Muertes. The flight from Chihuahua to Hermosillo on his private jet had barely taken an hour, and now, his driver was taking her to a destination unknown. The four men in his entourage tailgated in a matching vehicle while his small army of black-garbed thugs had stayed behind to escort the drug-filled moving vans to wherever they needed to go.

She winced. Liberated was too strong of a word. As were rescued and freed. Perhaps he simply helped her for old times’ sake, as she’d hoped, but she would have to hope and dream big for him to ship her back home on the first available flight.

As the driver turned a corner, she stared out the passenger window.

Pedestrians strolled the sidewalk in the bright lights of boutiques and outdoor eateries.

Where was she? Though she’d gone to UNISON, the state university, for three wonderful years, she didn’t recognize the neighborhood. The weight of Rubén’s gaze shifted to her legs before settling on her chest. Her heart raced faster. Taking a deep breath, she met his gaze head-on. A dark, unreadable mask shaped his sharp cheekbones, patrician nose, and the scar slicing through his left eyebrow into the face of a calm, collected monster.

“Are you going to send me home?” Drina asked, ready to state her case for release.

“After spending twenty grand? Not likely.” He held up his hand, palm out, as she opened her mouth. “Switch to English if you wish for privacy,” he stated in kind with a slight American accent. “Some of my men know the language; most do not, including my driver.” He nodded toward the burly man in the front seat.

“My English might be rusty,” she replied as instructed, piecing her words together. Her bilingual parents owned a restaurant that catered to locals and American tourists alike, so she’d grown up hearing and speaking English all the time. “Thank you for getting me away from Soler. That place was hell. May I please call my mother?” She held out her hand for his cell.

“And tell her what—you traded one owner for another? That would go a long way to reassure her,” he drawled, laying the sarcasm on thick.

“Point taken.” She drew back and touched her scarred cheek for what had to be the twentieth time since Rubén crashed back into her life. “What’s the plan? Send me to a brothel?”

He huffed and stuffed his phone into his jacket pocket.

“Whether you believe it or not,” she continued, “I’ve thought about you a lot over the years and—”

“Shut it. I do not care to hear your lies. You are my property, Drina. You belong to the Lozano Cartel. No, you belong to me. It would serve in your best interest to keep your head down and mouth free of bullshit.”

She blinked back tears. A slew of vile words burned on the tip of her tongue. With her future so murky, she couldn’t risk letting the venom fly. Her damn ownership receipt was in his inner jacket pocket, as if she were an object to claim. If she could set the paper—and him—on fire with just her glare, she’d do it in a heartbeat. Frustration flooding her, she crossed her arms over her chest and leaned back. That could’ve gone better. So much for stating her case.

Rubén stretched his leg across the roomy floorboard and inhaled sharply through his nose. Creases framed his eyes and pursed lips like craters pitting his skin.

Whatever volatile thoughts were rushing through his mind, she didn’t want to know.

As the elevation rose, the city lights faded into a prosperous residential area.

Would she end up trapped at another distribution site? Was he going to let his men screw her whenever they pleased at a torture house? Slamming a lid on her imagination, Drina bit her short, jagged nails against her palms as the vehicle hung right and ascended into the craggy desert hills dotting the northeastern part of Hermosillo. Palm trees, cacti, and leafy plants covered the dark landscape as far as she could see. Thick, dense trees and bushes bordered the roadside as though planted for privacy.

The vehicle slowed. Indistinguishable voices echoed from outside.

“Where are we? Some ritzy brothel in the middle of nowhere?” She pressed her face to the window, trying to gather her bearings. A metallic creak pierced her ears, and the vehicle passed through two massive open gates. She glared back at Rubén. “Cartel king or not, I will fight you tooth and nail if you try to pass me around to your thugs. I’d rather sort drugs than open my legs to pay off that twenty grand.”

“You will do as I say.”

She cringed, his cryptic response not verifying or denying her fears. “What happened to you? The man I knew would never enslave a person, least of all the woman he once cared for.”

“Things have changed, mi cielo.” He spat his old pet name for her.

She flinched. She wasn’t his sweetheart. Not anymore. “That is true. A lot has changed. Life, responsibilities, it has a way of dragging you down and lifting you back up.” She rubbed her lower abdomen, where she once held her daughter. Since Sera’s birth, Drina hadn’t been away from her for more than a few days at a time. Now, the past five months stretched on for eternity. She pushed the pain and shame back. No thinking about Sera, not now. She couldn’t afford to break into tears.

As the heart of the sprawling estate towered before her on a large hill, she steadied her breathing and gripped the seat cushion beneath her. Whatever awaited her, she would handle it. She would survive. Somehow.

Once the driver parked, he hurried out and opened the passenger door.

The peal of metal quickened her pulse. Drina climbed out into the warm, floral-fragrant night air and gaped at the enormous two-story manor. With its arched windows, terracotta-tiled roof, and the wild desert flowers and lush greenery that lined the perimeter, the house was suited for a king. Not even the security cameras or the bright lights reflecting off the white-washed adobe walls dampened its appeal. She turned and stared past the vehicle to the gorgeous fountain in the dusty front yard.

A statue of an angel pouring water from the pail on its shoulder dominated the center of the pond. Beyond it, darkness reigned down the lofty hillside. The cityscape of sparkling lights danced farther out as the muted roar of traffic resounded like distant thunder.

Rubén joined her and rested his hand on the small of her back.

“Ahh!” She spun away from him. Licking her dry lips, she forced herself to stop in mid-retreat before she could flee down the driveway and make a fool of herself. No, she’d already done that. Only a fool would let her guard drop.

He sighed and ran his fingers through his hair.

The slam of a car door snapped her upright. The second SUV had parked behind the first, and Rubén’s uncle strode toward her with the gait of a prowling wildcat. She braced herself for his condemnation until he pivoted down a cobblestone path to enter the house through the open double doorway. Relief washed through her, the starch in her back evaporating.

The SUVs continued downhill to the shadowy part of the property, leaving her alone with Rubén. “That was your tío Jesús, verdad?” she whispered in Spanglish. “Is this your home?”

“Correct on both counts. Jesús is my father’s youngest and only surviving brother. Welcome to the hacienda. This will be your home for the foreseeable future.”

An ominous notion, indeed.

She’d used to beg him to let her come here so she could meet his family and see where he grew up. Yet he always refused as though she wasn’t good enough. Only later, once she’d learned who he truly was, did she realize he was trying to protect her from his real life.

Too bad that wasn’t still the case.

Drina focused on the house. “It’s a lovely prison.”

“Better than your last. Now, come.” He placed his palm on her lower back and guided her toward the cobblestones. “My housekeeper will get you settled in and draw you a bath.”

She bit her cheek, holding back a shiver. Thankfully, her shirt prevented him from touching her skin. “Settled in? Does the basement have a bathtub?”

He grunted, his hand curling into a fist against her spine. “No, but the bedchamber next to mine does.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Obviously.” Rubén paused halfway to the door and bent his head to hers. His voice escaped in a harsh whisper. “I will not chain you up, starve you, and let my men abuse you. Get that idea out of your head right now.”

Relief and anxiety warred within her. “What do you want from me?”

“We’ll discuss it later. Pascha is waiting.”

After Rubén ushered her up the half-moon stoop and past the threshold, she stumbled to a stop in the spacious, well-lit foyer. The massive oak doors thudded shut behind her.

A broad, stout man with a pointed goatee and squinty eyes blocked the grand staircase.

The petite woman beside him grinned and waved Drina closer. A few dark curls escaped her scarf and framed her plump face as if she didn’t already exude a sweet, matronly persona.

Drina hesitated. The high ceiling, marbled floor, and antique furniture threatened to cave in around her. A faint floral aroma, perhaps from the dried flower swags hanging above the paintings and mirrors, scented the cool air with a confusing sense of tranquility. The striking black-iron cross on the wall next to what appeared to be a sitting room drew her feet across the floor. She bowed her head and raised her hand to her chest, making the sign of the cross.

Mother Mary, safeguard me through these trying times, so I can return to Sera.

Summoning the last of her energy, she returned to Rubén’s side. Was she supposed to greet these strangers as their equal? Or cower before them as a slave?

“Drina Cabrera, meet José and Pascha Tamez, two of my most trusted staff members,” Rubén introduced the fifty-something-year-old couple in Spanish. “Chief Tamez manages the hacienda’s security. I value my privacy, so the only cameras in the house are in the halls. Outside, they are everywhere.” The warning rang clear in his voice. “If you need anything, ask Pascha. She’s my head housekeeper and chef. If you are ever in trouble and I’m not here, find Tamez. He will help.”

Heat filled her face. Drina nodded at the strangers in greeting and patted her messy braid, trying to tame it.

“Bienvenido, Señorita Cabrera,” Pascha welcomed her, stepping forward. “My husband and I live on the estate, so I’m usually around. Let’s get you cleaned up and relaxed.” She lightly squeezed Drina’s hand, then shooed away her spouse and steered Drina toward the staircase. “Don Rubén will see that you are well taken care of.”

Don Rubén? The honorific surprised her. What had Rubén done to deserve Pascha’s admiration? Then again, high-ranking narcos were often known to provide handsomely for their allies, friends, and associates. Trusted staff were no different.

Too tired to protest, Drina allowed the woman to lead the way. The heat of Rubén’s gaze burned on her back until she ascended the staircase, out of his sight. Half tempted to slump against the housekeeper for support, she instead drew back her aching shoulders. She couldn’t relax, not yet. She wasn’t safe. No matter how nice Pascha acted, she didn’t know the woman. Couldn’t trust her. She had to stay vigilant.

“Here you are,” Pascha announced and opened a door down the hall. “The toiletries are in the bathroom. Clothes are in the dresser and closet; wear whatever you like. I’ll bring your dinner tray up soon. Don Rubén rarely eats breakfast, so help yourself in the kitchen when hunger strikes. I will be in each day to prepare lunch and dinner.”

Drina nodded, her throat too tight to speak.

Rubén’s words drifted through her mind. The bedchamber next to mine. She glanced down the corridor to the ornate double doors at the far end. Was that the master suite? Drina’s guestroom was right next door. Dios mío. He’d put her in the family wing.

After Pascha dashed inside and flipped the light switch, Drina crossed the threshold. The gorgeous bedroom with its four-poster bed and sheer curtains spread before her in shades of ivory, gold, and orange. The scent of lemons clung to the somewhat stale air. This room had to be meant for a woman, perhaps the lady of the house. No self-respecting man would decorate a male-centric guestroom with such feminine colors or delicate antique furniture.

The sound of running water echoed from the private bathroom and drew tears to her eyes. Rubén hadn’t lied. A bath, a large bed, and food to come—things she’d once taken for granted. Despite her luxurious surroundings, she was a caged bird. She couldn’t forget that. And birds were meant to fly free.

****
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Rubén paced a hard, heavy track in his office, the walnut-paneled walls threatening to close in around him. Savoring the rich, peppery taste of his cigarillo, he puffed hard and held the aromatic smoke in his mouth before he exhaled it through his nostrils. Two sets of eyes followed his every move, the portraits past the long conference table another threat to his sanity.

His father and grandfather judged him with their cruel gazes and firm mouths, mocking him from beyond the grave. He should’ve tossed the portraits in the trash when he’d moved back home after taking over the cartel. Instead, he commissioned his own. To his shame, the artist had captured the same mark of cruelty in his painted counterpart’s eyes.
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