





[image: Cover]


















[image: Book Title Page]
























[image: CoverImage]






Begin Reading


Table of Contents


A Preview of Shooting Scars


Newsletters


Copyright Page





In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher constitute unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.














To my future—Scott MacKenzie















ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



Typing “The End” on Bold Tricks was a surreal experience for me. It was the first series I’ve written to be completed in its entirety, and by the time the epilogue came rolling around, I was a complete and utter mess. I’ve loved these characters like no other and to say good-bye… well, that was extremely hard. So, I have to thank Ellie, Camden, and Javier (and Gus!) for being so complicated and fun to work with. I know, these people are creations from the dark recesses of my head, but honestly, I feel like they’re out there somewhere, living their lives. I hope I did your stories justice. You certainly made 2013 such a wonderful rush, and you changed my life in a big way.


Scott MacKenzie, your unfailing support and belief in me is the reason I could even complete these books to begin with. Thank you from the bottom of my heart. I love you.


Brucey Poo… you’re one tough puppy. Thank you for somewhat understanding when Mommy had to go write and didn’t have time to play with you. Your ability to lie on the couch for hours has been very helpful. Also, big thanks to Dana Hicks!


My family: Tuuli, Sven, Kris… thank you. You’ve all helped in your own ways, my mother especially in taking care of the dog and the house when I was too busy under deadline to even bathe myself. Though, next time, please leave fewer notes. And to the MacKenzies, particularly Wendy and Jill for your tireless purchasing of my books, thank you for being awesome!


Kelly St-Laurent: your help in brainstorming for Bold Tricks gave me the right framework to lay down the beams. Thank you for believing in me.


My beta readers: Megan “Po Po” Simpson, Nina “Cries for Camden” Decker, Laura “Soulless” Moore, Claire “Mrs. Gus” Contreras, Kayla “Team Jumper” Veres, Lucia “Javi Hater” Valovčíková, Barbie “Art Vandelay” Bohrman, Chelsea “Not Married to Kirk” Cameron, Kara “Partner-in-Crime” Malinczak, Emily “Skulls” Franke, Amanda “Vegas Princess” Polito, Robin “Ticket Ripper” Prete, Shawna “Boom” Vitale, Jamie “Pusher” Sager Hall, Boobie Snickle Tush, Kirsten “Camden Lover” Papi, Brenna “Team Psycho” Weidner, Fluffy Dippen Face, Stephanie Sandra “Happy Valentine’s Day” Brown, Megan “Take No Prisoner” Ward O’Connell.


So many authors to thank, all for their support and belief in my work: SL Jennings, Madeline Sheehan, MJ Abraham, Courtney Cole, KT Grant, EL Montes, Gail McHugh, CC Brown, JA Huss, JD Salsbury, Ashley Wilcox, Joanna Wylde, Janine Olsson, Kenya Wright, RL Griffin, SL Scott, KA Tucker, Jenn Cooksey, Carey Heywood, Jesse Lane, Misty Provencher, Rachel “Team Camden” Wade, Lori Otto, Melissa Brown, Kimberly Stedronsky, Venessa Kimble, Ella Fox, LH Cosway, Rebecca Espinoza, Stephanie Lawton, Trevi Truitt, Elle Chardou, Jasinda Wilder, Michelle Valentine, and many, many others.


Bloggers make the writing world go round: Maryse’s Book Blog, Autumn Review, Reading in Winter, Ginger Reads, Book Hookers, Angie’s Dreamy Reads, Aestas, Natasha Book Junkie, My Secret Romance, The Demon Librarian, True Story Book Blog, Books Babes and Cheap Cabernet, Flirt and Dirty Girls, Under the Covers, Group Therapy Book Club, The Romance Cover, Xpresso Reads, The Book Bellas, The Reading Vixens, Hook Me Up Book Blog, A Love Affair with Books, and the list goes on…


Then there’s the team at Grand Central Publishing/Forever Romance: my lovely editor, Latoya Smith, the enthusiastic publicist Julie Paulauski, plus everyone else who has come on board TAT train. And of course, my favorite, Naj Qamber, for her wonderful covers.


Can’t go without showing my gratitude to my superhero agent, Scott Waxman, and his team at Waxman Leavell, plus Samantha Howard and Mary Cummings. Farley Chase and Kate Abnerstein, you also rock my socks.


Last but not least, the readers, the fans, and everyone in Halle’s Harlots. I would not be HERE writing this right now if it weren’t for YOU. Love you all long time.















PROLOGUE



THE GIRL WOKE up screaming.


The pain that had engulfed her the night before hadn’t subsided while she lay unconscious, lulled to sleep by the drugs the doctors had given her. The pain wrapped around her legs, defying the morphine that seeped through her young veins.


She tried to sit up in her hospital bed and look around the dark room. There was no one there, not even her parents. She started to shake and cry, not understanding what had happened to her, not able to deal with the agony that had taken over.


She was alone and forever damaged.


Finally one of the night-shift nurses appeared at the door and came running over to her.


“What is it, Ellie?” the nurse asked, but the girl couldn’t speak. Her sobs were too powerful. She could only shake her head and moan pitifully, tears streaming down her face.


The nurse knew. She quickly administered more drugs through the IV drip that went into the girl’s arm. The girl had been horribly burned on her leg, one of the worst instances the nurse had ever seen. The doctors had done what they could, but without insurance, her parents were unable to pay for any reconstructive surgery. A skin graft could have saved the girl from having horrible scars in the future.


Her parents weren’t even around. They had been sitting in the waiting room for most of the day, but at night they’d gone elsewhere, leaving the girl alone in the hospital. The nurse was extremely suspicious of them—everything from the furtive way they kept leaving the building to the way they explained what had happened to the girl.


Though it was believable that the girl came from the type of low-income family that would allow her to search for car parts on a nearby trash heap, the whole story about accidentally spilling battery acid on her leg didn’t ring true. The nurse thought it sounded like her parents were probably running a meth lab instead. Even worse, they could have been neglecting or abusing the girl. There was definitely something wrong with the story, but the girl had been in so much pain that neither the doctors nor the nurses could find out what her version of events was.


Except now. The girl’s sobs were subsiding as the morphine began to take effect, working quickly in her eleven-year-old system. The nurse watched her carefully, debating whether or not she should try to ask her. This was a job for Child Services, not for her, but there was something about the girl she wanted to protect. It was like she could see that the child was already damaged before the burns on her leg had happened.


“Ellie,” she said gently, smoothing back the girl’s fine blond hair. She was going to grow up to be a stunning woman, already showing promise in the usually awkward preteen phase. That made the nurse feel even more sickened for her, knowing her beauty would be marred by the scars that would come.


The girl opened her wide brown eyes and looked up at the nurse. Her face was wet from tears and she looked scared despite the subsiding pain.


“Ellie,” the nurse went on, “are you able to tell me what happened to you?”


The girl blinked, unsure of what to do or say. She could barely remember what had happened herself but knew that what had happened was wrong. And even though her parents hadn’t told her yet to keep quiet about Travis Raines, the bad man whose house her mother had made her break into, she knew all too well to keep her mouth shut. She was the daughter of con artists, after all, and truth was never an option.


Still, there was a part of her that wanted to tell the nurse what had happened. She wanted to get the Travis man in trouble. She wanted him to be put away for what he had done to her.


“I… I don’t remember,” the girl said, so terribly afraid she’d tell the truth.


The nurse studied her. “Do you remember looking for car parts?”


Car parts? The girl had no idea what her parents had told the doctors. The confusion came across her face, just long enough for the nurse to pick up on it.


“Ellie, what is the last thing you remember?” the nurse asked quickly. “How did you burn your leg? Did your parents do this to you?”


The girl’s face fell as she tried to figure out what to do.


“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Amelie Watt yelled, appearing at the doorway.


The girl cringed at the sound of her mother’s voice. In her increasingly delirious state, she was worried that she may have done something to anger her.


Amelie marched into the hospital room, her eyes blazing at the nurse.


“Why are you questioning my daughter?” she yelled, furious, her arms waving. “That isn’t your right.”


The nurse stepped back from the girl but refused to apologize. “I’m concerned about her.”


“Your only concern is to make my daughter better.” Amelie crossed her arms, head held high. She was a striking woman with exotic Eastern European features: high cheekbones, a strong jaw, and dark, sloe eyes. She gave off the impression that she wasn’t afraid, but she couldn’t hide the tremor in her voice. “Why are you waking her up in the middle of the night anyway? Let my poor baby sleep.”


The nurse raised her brows. “Your baby was crying in the middle of the night, screaming from the pain. I was the only one around.” She let those last words sink in like daggers.


Amelie sucked in her breath and shook her head. “Don’t you dare question my parenting skills. We had to leave to get some sleep at home. It’s the only way we can be there for her.”


The nurse stared back at Amelie, wondering if she should push it further. She glanced at the girl, who was staring at her mother with a mix of admiration and fear. Perhaps there was no use digging around here. If the girl really was being abused or neglected, Child Services would find out about it. They’d already been notified anyway. The Watts could deal with them in the morning.


Finally the nurse sighed and said, “You’ve got five minutes before I’ll need you to leave the room. She’ll need to sleep and the drugs will keep the pain at bay.”


Amelie narrowed her eyes and then looked to her daughter. The nurse left the room, closing the door behind her.


Amelie relaxed visibly once she heard the door shut. She came closer to her daughter and placed a hand on Ellie’s thin, tanned arm, wincing at the sight of the IV going into it.


“Baby,” she whispered. “What did you tell them?”


By now the girl was slowly losing consciousness, eased into a comfortable state by the morphine. She licked her lips and said what she knew her mother wanted to hear. “I didn’t tell them anything, Mama.”


Amelie gave her a pained smile. “That’s my baby girl. When you’re feeling better, we’ll let you know what to say. For now, tell them that you were looking for car parts at the dump and that is the last thing you remember. You got it? The last thing you remember.”


“But…” the girl started. “But the man. Travis.” Amelie shuddered at the sound of his name. “He needs to be punished. He needs to go to jail.”


“He will be punished one day, baby,” her mother said. “One day, he will pay. But that’s not your job. We’ll take care of it. I promise.”


Her mother stayed with her, holding her hand.


I’ll make him pay, the girl thought. Then she fell asleep.















CHAPTER ONE



THE STORM RAGED on and inside I was screaming.


I was sitting in a stolen Jeep with no roof, parked on the side of a dirt road beneath a wavering canopy that occasionally let a spattering of rain pelt me in the face. Despite the warmth of the tropical night, I was cold and soaked to the bone in my muddy evening gown. On one side of me was Camden McQueen; on the other was Javier Bernal. One more light than dark; one more dark than light. Both men had come for me. Both men had loved me. And both of them I had seriously underestimated.


There really wasn’t much time to sit around and try to get my head on straight. But after everything that had happened—after Javier had manipulated me into coming with him to Mexico; after he’d tried to convince me to kill Travis, his cartel rival; after that went horribly wrong and we had to go on the run in an explosion of gunfire—I knew a panic attack was just waiting to devour me, to incapacitate me, to take me out of the game. I could feel the fear buzzing through my veins, threatening to tear me up from the inside out. The fear of losing everything—Gus, my mother, my revenge, my purpose. I feared Javier and what he might do to Camden. I feared Camden and the way he’d changed toward me. I feared myself and the things I might do to try to make sense of it all.


We had only been in the Jeep for about ten minutes, heading back to Veracruz, when I’d told Javier to park the car so I could have a moment. He reluctantly complied, finding an area beneath some massive trees that shook from the howling winds. Both men were staring at me, and I could only look down at my hands as I rubbed them up and down against the mud on my dress, the coldness seeping into my palms. They both knew me, knew my attacks, and that alone had me screaming internally, wanting to run. I couldn’t even look at them. I couldn’t even accept the situation. Javier and Camden. The three of us having to work together, let alone sit in a Jeep together without them killing each other. And I was in the middle.


My mind raced back to our escape. My mother. Dear god, my mother. I really never thought I’d see her again, let alone at a drug lord’s party, but there she’d been, serving motherfucking champagne. She was working for Travis of all people, the man who poured acid down my leg when I was just eleven years old, the same man who my mother wanted to rob that night in Mississippi. What the hell had happened to her? After everything we had gone through as a family, after all the pain I’d suffered, the inquests from authorities, the move to Palm Valley to stay with Uncle Jim, and her eventual abandonment of me, why was she here with him now? And where was my father?


I swallowed, my throat feeling thick, and debated asking Javier. He had known this all along, knew where they were. He’d even wanted me to kill them for some sick, divine purpose based on that damaged moral code of his. This whole time he’d known and he was using me.


I couldn’t even be angry at him over that, though. I should have known better, I should have expected this. I was so damn angry at myself for falling for his old tricks, for slipping into a past that would have been better left buried. I listened to his sweet, sweet lies, and I believed them, like the naïve girl I used to be. I hated myself for losing my faith in Camden and putting it in Javier instead, and hated myself even more for the damage I had caused. That was another reason I couldn’t look at him. Every time I looked at Camden, I saw the ways he’d changed. He was stronger, tougher, and more ruthless. He was also hurt, scarred deep inside by what I’d done. He now had the kind of scars that even his skilled hands couldn’t transform.


“Are you okay?” Camden asked, his voice low. My knee was touching his knee. My other knee was touching Javier’s. I could feel them on either side of me, hear their breathing, both their bodies tense and rigid as we sat there in the darkness. This was so awkward. So fucking awkward.


And from the looks of it, with Gus and my parents in the clutches of Travis Raines, my cover being blown, the three of us having to make our way through Mexico together, awkward was the least of my problems.


I nodded, still looking at my hands, even though I wasn’t okay. None of us were.


Javier sighed loudly. Something about his manner made me look over. Somehow it was easier to look at him, maybe because I didn’t feel guilt when I did.


“What?” I asked. I pressed my fingers into my thighs to keep my nerves from misfiring.


He tilted his head toward me, and though the only light came from the glow of the Jeep’s dashboard and the far-off flashes of lightning in the sky, I could see the gleam in his eyes. Unreadable, as always.


“I’m just wondering how long we’re going to sit here in a fucking tropical storm,” he said simply, a false smile spread across his face. “That’s all.”


Camden sat up straighter. “At least the rain should wash all that blood off your face.”


Javier’s eyes flicked over to him. “Are you sure you want me to help you get your fat Gus back? Because I think I’m the one doing you both a favor. Aside from saving your behinds, of course. I don’t recall either of you thanking me yet.”


I exhaled through my nose. “Just give me a few minutes. I need to figure out the plan.”


Javier let out a dry laugh, rain running off the tip of his nose, and eyed me incredulously. “The plan? You’re not in charge of the plan, angel. If you want my help, then you’re doing it my way.”


“Fuck that,” Camden spat out.


I finally had to look at him. His eyes were raging beneath his glasses that reflected the dull glow from the car, and he was gripping the door handle like he was about to break it in two. Oh god, I didn’t need this. But then again, it was partly my fault. Maybe I did need this. I deserved it.


“Camden,” I said, trying to placate him with my eyes, “please, let’s just… let’s just stay calm and think.”


“I am calm,” Javier answered as Camden opened his mouth. “I need to go find my sister, Violetta. That’s my goal first and foremost. Then I’ll help you get to Travis and Gus.”


“And my mother?” I filled in, daring him to be honest.


He gave me a short nod, though he was looking off toward the dark road. “Yes… and your mother.”


Now was the time to ask him. Better now than never.


I took in a deep breath. “Where’s my father? I didn’t see him at the party.”


He raised a brow and looked over my head at Camden. Why, I had no fucking idea. I turned to look at Camden, but he was staring back at Javier like he didn’t even know who he was.


“Javier,” I repeated. “Where is my father?”


He frowned at Camden and looked back at me. His face went stony. “The man you call your father is dead.”


Every limb on me froze. My lungs sucked in warm air and raindrops.


“Dead?” I asked, feeling like I was choking.


Dead.


My father was dead?


No.


Javier’s eyes softened, but only for a moment. “I didn’t know until I got here.”


I let it soak into my bones. My father was dead.


The good parent.


The weak one.


Dead.


With my mother working for Travis, I truly was an orphan now.


“Oh god,” I said, finally finding enough air. I leaned forward, trying to ward off another panic attack, and Camden’s warm hand met the small of my back, just enough to let me know he was there. His touch somehow strengthened me. “Oh god.”


“I’m sorry,” Javier said.


It took a few moments before I realized what he’d said.


I immediately whipped my head toward him. “No you’re not,” I seethed. “You wanted me to kill them. You sick fucking bastard, you wanted me to kill my own parents. You brought me here for that. You are not fucking sorry!”


Javier stared at me impassively, his features forever reptilian, smooth and calculating. No emotion. No anything. How could I have ever thought there was something warm inside him?


“You’re right,” he said, turning his attention back to the empty road. “I’m not sorry. I’m glad he’s dead. He deserves it for what he did to you. But I am sorry you feel this way, right now.”


“Like I wouldn’t have felt worse if I killed them?”


He shrugged. “Obviously now I know how that would have played out. Apparently you don’t hold the same grudges that I do.”


I felt like elbowing him in the nose again, seeing it break over and over. But Javier was one of those men who could take the pain and make it work for him. He had too much of an advantage over us at the moment, and he liked it when I hated him. Maybe more than when I loved him.


“How did he die?” I asked, grinding my teeth.


“I don’t know,” he said. “All I know is that there is one less person to hurt you.”


“You are so fucked up,” Camden muttered, his hand pressing against my back.


Javier merely grinned at that, his teeth white in the darkness, taking no offense at all. “Whatever I am, you need me more than I need you. And because of that, you’ll do as I say.”


“Sounds like a deal with the devil,” I told him.


“My, my, angel, how quickly you’ve changed your tune now that this tattooed ape is back in your life.” He eyed Camden. “You know, just because you’re here now doesn’t mean you’ve won anything.”


“I only came to get Ellie back,” he said, his voice quiet but full of animosity. I knew that Camden was keeping himself on a very tight leash. I also knew that when he didn’t—well, I didn’t have to look long at Javier’s bruised and bloodied face to know what happens.


“Oh, of course,” Javier said with deliberation. “But is she really back?”


“Javier, shut the fuck up,” I said. “If you’ve got a plan then tell us what the plan is, because the longer we sit here arguing, the farther Gus gets away from us.”


He slowly looked back to me. “That has been my point all along. Are you able to think now? Is your little attack over? Because I know what worked last time you—”


“Get on with it,” I cut in. Neither Camden nor I needed him to finish his sentence. The last time I had a panic attack around Javier, we ended up having sex in an orange grove. I was vulnerable, driven by lust, desperate for closure, and lured back into my own past. I had a million excuses for why I’d fucked him, but what bothered me the most was that at the heart of them all, I did it because I’d wanted to. I’d needed to. Now, looking at him, knowing how much he had and hadn’t changed, I hated myself for being so weak, hated my body for betraying me so easily.


He held my gaze and I knew in the dimness he could make out the raw anger in my eyes. He was thinking, wondering how much more he could toy with me. He now had the ability to get a rise out of both Camden and me anytime he wanted. He was a man with too much ammo, but perhaps he’d always been that way. He stockpiled it like a squirrel gathering acorns for winter.


He shifted the Jeep with a lurch, causing me to fall into Camden, and pulled the vehicle back onto the dirt road, the rain whipping us as it continued to fall in heavy drops. We sped in the direction of Veracruz, where the city lights were casting a dull orange glow on the bottoms of the storm clouds.


“The first step is to get rid of this car,” Javier said, his mouth set in a grim line. “They’ll be looking for it.”


“There’s always Jose,” Camden said.


I looked at him incredulously. “You have Jose?”


He gave me a small smile. “The car’s a bit battered, but yeah I have Jose. It brought me and Gus down here. All your stuff is still in the trunk.”


Thank god, because all my other stuff was in the hotel room that I wouldn’t be returning to. The only thing I had on me was what fit into my clutch purse: Eleanor Willis’s passport (which was pretty much useless now since Travis knew it was a fake), some makeup, a few pesos, and that was it.


“Right,” Javier scoffed. “I’m sure the car isn’t wanted by a few people either.”


“You mean other than you?” I asked.


He grunted. “The past is the past. We’re better off getting something more inconspicuous, don’t you agree?”


“We’re getting my stuff out of the car, at least,” I told Javier. “You can add that to your plan.”


He made another disagreeable sound but didn’t argue. “Fine. Get your stuff. Get a new car. Head to Mexico City to check on Violetta.”


I frowned at the mention of his sister. “Check on?”


He nodded. “I’ll tell her to get out of town, go to Marguerite’s or Alana’s in Jalisco.”


“And she’ll listen to you?”


He bit his lip for a second. “She knows what happened to Beatriz. She’ll listen.”


“Who is Beatriz?” Camden asked.


Javier shot him a look as he brought the Jeep onto the main highway. “None of your fucking business.”


“It’s one of his sisters,” I quickly told Camden. “Travis murdered her.”


“Of course he did,” Camden said with a sigh, leaning back into the seat. I finally had the strength to watch him for a few moments. The wind was ruffling up his dark hair, his glasses reflecting the lights of the few cars on the highway that were braving the storm. His jaw was strong, lips full but held together tightly. I knew he was tormented but I didn’t know by whom. Was it Javier?


Or was it me?


He took his glasses off and wiped the rain off of them with the sleeve of the tuxedo he had gotten for Travis’s party. It took effort, his brilliant blue eyes wincing with pain. His shoulder was still messed up from being shot.


“Do you have any more of your painkillers?” I asked him.


He closed his eyes and nodded while he slipped his glasses back on. “Now’s not the time. I’ll deal.”


“Well you certainly dealt with Javier’s face,” I said. It slipped out before I had a chance to take it back. I wasn’t about to start provoking the monster, but it was easier said than done.


And provoke him I did.


Javier’s grip on the wheel tightened and he slammed on the brakes so hard that we went skidding across the highway. I screamed, the tires squealing beneath us, as we came to a shuddering stop on the shoulder and he shifted into park.


“Jesus!” Camden yelled. “Are you trying to kill us?”


Javier immediately whipped out his gun so it was in front of my face and pointed at Camden.


“No. Now I’m trying to kill you,” Javier sneered, staring down the barrel of the gun.


“Then fucking do it,” Camden said, his eyes blazing, meeting the challenge.


“You shouldn’t tempt me,” Javier countered.


My eyes darted between the two of them and the gun. It wavered slightly, betraying Javier’s smooth exterior. He was damn angry, angry enough to do something stupid. He didn’t need Camden egging him on.


I raised my hands slowly, careful not to touch the gun that was inches away. I spoke carefully, trying to keep my voice from shaking. “Please, please, Javier, Camden, let’s just… let’s just calm down.”


“Shut up,” Javier said, his eyes flitting to me and back to Camden. “This is all your fault.”


“How is this my fault?” I exclaimed and then realized it was. I needed to keep my mouth shut. We all did. I looked between the two of them and said, “Okay, I’m sorry. It is my fault. Obviously we’re not getting anywhere if we can’t get along.”


Javier’s grip tightened on the gun. “This isn’t a matter of getting along, angel.” He licked his lips and nodded at Camden. “Tell me, Camden, how did you manage to escape from your ex-wife and the mighty Vincent Madano?”


Camden frowned at him, his jaw tensing. “How do you know about that?”


Javier grinned. “I read it in the newspaper like everyone else.”


“Bullshit.”


“I have to say, I’m impressed,” Javier went on. “Vincent Madano is not a man you can just mess up and walk away.”


“How well do you really know them?” I asked Javier, remembering that Camden had said something about it all being a setup, that Sophia and her brothers and possibly Javier were all in on it. The exchange, the kidnapping—it was all for show. All to get me away from Camden and maybe to put Camden in danger.


It must have been driving Javier crazy to have Camden here with us. Camden could not be caught that easily.


“I know them well enough,” Javier said. He loosed his grip on the gun, shook the rain off of it, and put it back in his waistband. I exhaled in relief. “But I suppose that’s neither here nor there at this point.”


I was sure that Camden wouldn’t let it go that easily. Just how deeply was Javier tied to his ex-wife and her brothers and why? But Camden only gave Javier a final glare before turning his attention back to the darkened farmland we had stopped beside.


“Let’s just get Gus back,” he said and pressed his lips together as if to prevent himself from saying something else.


Javier watched him for a few moments before putting the Jeep back into drive and returning us to the highway.


We sat in unbearable silence as we made our way into Veracruz, yet it was safer than saying anything. I felt as if we were a word away from incinerating one another. Camden only spoke up to give directions to where he had ditched Jose.


Unfortunately it was a bit too close to Travis’s compound for comfort. We pulled down a quiet residential street only a few blocks away, the leafy trees blowing wildly in the wind, the rain having thankfully dropped off. The sound of helicopters buzzed in the distance.


Javier eyed the sky and I asked, “Are those his or news choppers?”


He nodded slightly. “They’re his. The news wouldn’t dare cover this.”


“Turn right down here,” Camden told him, and we came down another street, this one more narrow, with the trees blocking out the streetlights that were few and far between. This was still a well-to-do area, though the houses were smaller and spaced farther apart, all behind tall gates and walls. I did note that it was a dead-end road, which meant there was only one way out if something were to happen to us. We couldn’t be too careful, not with the choppers circling in the distance, their spotlights occasionally lighting up the sky.


“There she is,” Camden said, pointing to the end of the street where jungle seemed to have taken over and there were no streetlights. I could barely make out the shape of the car in the darkness.


“She?” Javier asked, eyebrow cocked. “Its name is Jose.”


Camden shrugged. “Guess she’s a cross-dresser.”


Javier sighed, shaking his head in disgust, and pulled the Jeep up to it. “Let’s make this fast.”


We hopped out and it was only now that we were closer that I saw what Camden meant by “battered.”


“Holy shit, Camden!” I cried out at the sight of the poor vehicle.


“What the hell did you do to my car?” Javier yelled, his hands thrown up in the air.


The GTO had the paint scraped off all along one side, the windows on the driver’s side were all shot out, the driver’s-side mirror was missing, and the front was totally crunched up, with only the right headlight intact.


“Your car?” I asked Javier once I managed to look away from poor Jose. “What happened to the past being the past?”


“Now’s not the time to argue semantics,” Camden interrupted us. “She’s broken but she’s a survivor.” He fished the keys out of his suit jacket and tossed them at me. “Just like you.”


I caught them and he held my eyes for a moment before walking past me back to the Jeep.


Javier scoffed, though I didn’t know if it was for the state of the car or Camden’s comment, and made his way to the trunk. He bumped it with his fist. “Come on, let’s get her open.”


I was about to hurry over to him when Camden suddenly said, “Fuck.”


I spun around and looked at him. He was frozen in the act of taking off his jacket, his good arm free, his head cocked upward, eyes searching the sky. The sound of the choppers had gotten louder, and over the tips of the waving trees I could see the spotlight in the sky, the blades whirring.


“Yeah, no kidding fuck,” I said. I turned to Javier and quickly ran over to him, trying to get my keys into the trunk of the car. I kept fumbling, missing the lock just as the wind blew my hair back and we were lit up by the spotlight, the helicopter coming closer. We were in their sights, no doubt about that. We had been spotted.


“Hurry up!” Javier yelled at me before ripping the keys out of my hands.


Camden hit the side of the Jeep with his fist. “There’s no time!” he yelled. “We have to go!”


“No!” I yelled back as Javier got the trunk open. “Not without my stuff!”


Suddenly the ground in front of Camden started exploding with bullets as a steady stream of them came off the approaching chopper. We all cried out, dirt flying everywhere.


Javier quickly slammed the trunk shut. “Then we’re taking Jose. Get the fuck in!”


He went for the driver’s seat as Camden came running over, taking my hand and pulling me to the passenger’s side. He shoved me into the backseat, telling me to lie down, and barely got in the car himself before Javier was gunning the engine and driving the car backward. I could feel the wheels spinning for grip beneath my head and tried to sit up just as the sound of more bullets filled the air. I was tossed back down as Javier put the pedal to the floor and turned the wheel, the sheer power of the rear wheels grinding until we did a 180 and were facing the right way. The chopper was now directly above us, and I could feel the wind its blades created flowing through the smashed windows, the spotlight blinding me.


“Hang on,” Javier said. “This is going to get ugly before it gets better.”


He pressed down on the gas again and the car roared loudly before it lurched forward and we were all pinned back to our seats from the force. This is exactly why I loved this car. I just hoped it was stronger than it looked at the moment.


We raced down the street, the chopper in hot pursuit, the whir of blades and bullets gaining on us. I leaned forward between the seats, reaching for the glove compartment, waving my hand at it when I couldn’t reach. “My gun, give me my gun!”


Camden gave me an odd look but opened the compartment and handed me the gun that was thankfully still in there. It wasn’t my Colt .45—that was in the trunk still—but it would do.


“What are you doing?” Camden yelled as I quickly checked the clip and slammed it back in.


“She’s being a good girl,” Javier said just as the trunk was bombarded with bullets, sounding like metal fireworks being set off. “Fuck!” he yelled and swerved, trying to lose them, as I attempted to lean out of his window. I wedged myself up against the back of his seat and faced behind us. The wind whipped my hair around, the spotlight blinding me, but I managed to keep the gun aimed upward at the helicopter. I had no idea if this would work like it did in the movies, but I figured it was better than just sitting in the backseat and doing nothing.


Only problem was, Javier kept swerving and throwing me off balance and the chopper kept moving out of my sights. You’d think that would mean that their bullets weren’t any closer to hitting us, but that wasn’t quite the case. One hit the trunk again, a dangerously close call, just as Javier brought the car spinning around the corner and onto another road.


“Where do I shoot?” I screamed above the noise. “The fuel tank?”


“Shoot the fucking person who’s shooting at us!”


“Right,” I muttered. All I could see against the light was the outline of the chopper, not anyone inside. Still, there was a faint red glow whenever the gun went off, so I just aimed there, firing off a few rounds and hoping they went somewhere.


Suddenly the windshield in the back of the car was hit and I screamed as it exploded into a million shards of glass. Obviously I hadn’t hit the gunman yet.


“Keep shooting!” Javier yelled as he brought the car around onto another street. We were leaving the hidden, residential hills of the wealthy and coming into the more open and busier suburbs of Veracruz. It was well lit and now there was traffic we had to contend with.


The chopper ducked down lower and sped up as we slowed to navigate around the cars on the road. The sound of horns, irate yells from drivers, and screeching tires filled the air. I took aim once more and fired again and again, hoping it would hit at least the windshield. But the helicopter came closer, the wind from the rotors shaking my arms like jelly, its landing skids almost coming down on top of us until Javier swerved the car to the left and the chopper had to rise quickly to get above a tall semi-truck in its path. I took the time to grab my arm with my other hand, trying to steady myself, to ignore the cramp in my lower back, the pressure of the door frame against my shoulder.


Come on, Ellie, I told myself as the helicopter came back again, much faster now and much lower, as if it didn’t give a fuck anymore.


“Drive faster!” I yelled but wasn’t sure Javier could hear me over the noise. I took in a deep breath, trying to see past the hair flying in front of my face, and started firing.


I fired and fired but it just came closer and closer.


And then there was a dull click.


There were no more bullets left in my gun.


And my other clip was in the glove compartment.


We were fucking screwed.















CHAPTER TWO



“SHIT, SHIT, SHIT!” I yelled at the gun, trying to figure out if I had enough time to duck back into the car to get the extra round. The helicopter was close enough now that I could see the guy with the semiautomatic leaning out of the door, one of his feet on the landing skids, the gun aimed directly at me.


A shot rang out through the air, blasting my ears.


The man with the gun wavered from his position, the gun slipping out of his hands first before he fell over and smashed onto the street below him, the cars behind us trying to drive around his body.


What the hell?


I turned my head and looked over the hood of Jose. Camden was leaning out of his window, a gun in his hand, aimed at the chopper.


“Nice shot!” I yelled at him, feeling a surge of giddiness and adrenaline run through me. I think I was grinning.


He gave me a look that was as blasé as it could be when he was hanging outside of a speeding muscle car having just shot a man in a helicopter. Then with stark determination he aimed again and shattered the chopper’s window. Within seconds the helicopter started to tilt off to the side before going into a tailspin and crashing onto the shoulder of the road.


My mouth dropped open, eyes wide as hell, as the helicopter erupted into a giant fireball that lit up the street, nearly engulfing the passing cars around it. Though we were still speeding away, I could feel the blast of heat on my face.


I looked back at Camden incredulously. Where the hell had this man learned to shoot?


He gave me a weary smile. “I have steady hands.” Then he disappeared inside the car.


I slipped back in as well, my heart racing a mile a minute as I found the security of the backseat. That was a rush greater than a thousand cons. I’m not sure why I expected Javier to say something encouraging, but he just glared at me in the mirror and said, “Took you long enough.”


“You should thank your ass that she’s a good shot,” Camden said quickly. I guess from his perspective, Javier couldn’t really tell whose gun took down the helicopter, and Camden was making it look like it was all my doing. I felt simultaneously touched and ashamed. He was trying to make me look better than I really was.


Javier grunted and kept Jose swerving in and out of the cars on the road.


“Now what?” I asked.


“There will be more helicopters where that came from,” Javier answered. “We’re going to have to avoid the highways now.”


“Can we switch cars?” Camden asked.


“No time,” Javier said, not looking at him. I watched his grip on the steering wheel, the pronounced ridge of his knuckles. He was gripping it hard; he was rattled to the bone over what had just happened. I wasn’t sure if that should make me feel better or not. “We’re not stopping until we have to.”


It was about three in the morning when we finally had to stop. Jose ran out of gas right outside the city limits of Apizaco, not too far from Mexico City. Luckily we were able to pull up to a small albeit rundown motel to shelter us until the nearest gas station opened in the morning.


“Are you sure it’s even open?” I asked Javier as we climbed out of the car, legs stiff and tired from the voyage. Taking the back roads and staying off the major highways meant it took us much longer than it should have, though I was appreciating the fact that we had arrived close to our destination and still in one piece.


He jerked his head at the motel. “They’ll take our money.”


It was a row of rooms all facing a dirt parking lot. It reminded me a lot of Shady Acres, the motel where Camden and I had met Uncle Jim just before he set me up and Javier shot him in the head. I tried to control the wave of anger and sorrow that was rollicking through me. I couldn’t keep dwelling on the past, things that would drown me if I let them. I couldn’t succumb to it now, not in this situation, not with the murderer right beside me. The very murderer I’d been blind enough to sleep with—as if the sex erased all past sins, as if it smoothed over the lies our relationship had been built on.


Crickets filled the night air as Javier went toward the small house behind the motel, probably to go wake up whoever was in charge of the place. There were no other cars in the parking lot, and from the look of the dilapidated grounds they probably didn’t have much business. I supposed the fact that it was the middle of the night and Camden and I were dressed as if we were attending the Oscars wouldn’t faze them either.


I looked at Camden as Javier disappeared around the corner. “How’s your shoulder? Ready for those pills?”


He grimaced. “We’ll see.”


I took a step toward him, feeling entranced by his presence so close to me. This was the first instance we’d been alone all night, and after the escape from Travis’s and the consequent car chase, he was looking larger than life. His tuxedo tie had come undone, his white shirt unbuttoned a bit, just enough to show off his tats, which looked dark in the dim light.


“Can I see?” I asked, reaching for his jacket. I wasn’t a nurse by any means, but I still wanted to help. He’d gotten fucking shot trying to reach me.


He shrank back slightly, something I pretended didn’t hurt like hell, but in the end relented and let me help him get his jacket off. His shoulder was completely soaked through with blood.


“Jesus, Camden,” I couldn’t help but exclaim. “We need to get your bandages changed.”


I carefully pulled the rest of his arm through the jacket.


“Don’t worry about it,” he said.


“What do you mean, ‘don’t worry about it’?”


He gave me a leveling gaze. “It’s not your problem. It’s mine. I can take care of myself.”


“I know you can but—”


“Ellie, I think you need to stay with Javier tonight.”


My lungs felt as if they were suddenly full of glass.


“What?” I managed to get out.


He rubbed his lips with the back of his hand and brought his gaze over to the motel. “I don’t know about you, but I don’t trust that fucking bastard for a second.”


“And I do?” I asked incredulously.


He smirked, only for a second. “Well, it’s hard to say.”


“Camden, the minute he discovered the tracking device on my necklace—”


“Oh, so that’s what happened? I finally find you after all this fucking time, tell you what you’re up against and try to save you with the tracking device, and somehow Gus and I end up tracking Javier instead.”


I inhaled quickly through my nose, trying to keep from panicking. “I didn’t set you up. He found out! You have to believe me.”


He sighed and looked back at me, but all I could see were the lights of the motel in the reflection of his glasses. “I believe you, Ellie. I believe you.”


“But you think I should stay with him?”


“If you don’t trust him either, then you know we can’t leave him alone. We’ll wake up and the car will be gone with all your stuff. He’ll abandon us. I don’t care what he says. There is no way that he needs us to do what he wants. He’s got connections, he’s got his cartel… We’re just being allowed to tag along and I don’t know why.”


I almost stamped my foot. “But I can’t stay with him!”


“Obviously if I do, one of us will end up dead. At least for you it’s as natural as wiping your ass.”


I glared at him. “Why are you doing this?”


He shook his head, as if to himself, and kicked a stone that went skidding across the dry soil of the lot. “I’m doing what needs to be done. It doesn’t mean you have to sleep with him, Ellie. Just keep an eye on him. I’ll be stationed outside the door anyway.”


I walked over to him and placed my hands on his firm chest. “I want to stay with you.” I bit the bullet. I didn’t care.


He peered at me, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed hard. He opened his beautiful mouth, about to say something, then abruptly closed it for a few moments. “He’s coming.”


I stepped back and took my hands off him.


Javier appeared around the corner and came marching to us with a smile on his face. “Well, I got us our rooms. Uno, dos, and tres.” He gestured to the first three to our left.


Ugh. Sharing a room with Javier would be a nightmare at this point, but Camden did have a point. I didn’t trust Javier and knew he was capable of screwing us over at the first opportunity. Staying in separate bedrooms this early in the game would be the perfect opportunity for him to up and leave us. Javier’s alliance only extended to his sister, not to Gus, and the fact that he was even agreeing to help us at all said a lot. Unfortunately, I didn’t know exactly what it said.


“I’m staying with you,” I quickly said to Javier. I didn’t bother putting on an act, smiling or acting coy. He’d see straight through me anyway. He always did.


He raised his brow. “Is that right, angel? And to what do I owe your angelic company?”


“Because you’re both the same,” Camden filled in. He stepped forward and quickly swiped a key out of Javier’s hand. “You’re meant for each other.” He took off for his room, his back straight and proud. My heart both lurched and ached at his words, how badly he was brushing me off, how ill he thought of me.


Javier was surprised and loving it. He turned to me, mouth slightly agape. “Wow. Something tells me he was trying to be insulting.”


I couldn’t even fake a smile. “Which one is our room?” I asked, feeling sick as the words came out.


He grinned at me, all snake, no conscience. “Whichever one I choose, angel. Have you got all your belongings?”


Normally I would have brought out everything from the trunk, but there were an awful lot of lives in there, an awful lot of stuff. With me keeping an eye on Javier all night, it was probably safe.


I shook my head. “It’s fine.”


He smiled again, especially as Camden shut the door to room number one.


“Let’s take numero tres, sí?” Javier asked. “More privacy.” He grabbed my hand and led me toward it, though there was nothing gentle or warm in his touch. Just like that, those days were over. I was back to dealing with the spurned Javier, the hunter and the sadist.


He opened the door and flicked on the lights. A few cockroaches skittered underneath the bed, and moths darted to the threadbare light fixture hanging from the ceiling. The room was as run-down as I’d ever seen, and for one twisted second I was glad I wasn’t sleeping there alone. In the next second, though, I was reminded that the company of insects was preferable to his.


He closed the door behind us and put his hand at my neck, holding me there, and leaned into my ear. “Do you want top or bottom?”


I stiffened for a moment, then rammed my elbow back into his gut. “Fuck you.”


He let go of me and coughed loudly, still trying to smile. “You should be glad I’m giving you the option, angel.”


“You’re a sick pig.”


He straightened up and shrugged. “It’s what you liked until about, oh, twelve hours ago. Tell me, angel, what is it about that boy that makes you forget who you really are? Is it the tattoos, because you know I have those.” He quickly shed his linen shirt and stood bare-chested before me, the tattoo of his mother’s name on his inner arm. He turned around slowly, making sure I saw the large cross going down his spine. “Or is it those horrible glasses of his? You know, I can look like a fucking idiot if I really wanted to.”


I narrowed my eyes, keeping far away from him like wary prey. “He sees the good in me.”


He laughed. “The good. Of course. The good. So, is that why you’re spending the night with me? Because I looked into that boy’s eyes tonight and there was no good in there left for you.”


My gaze locked with his, a war without further words. His eyes shone yellow-green in the light, looking more inhuman by the moment. Deep in his insanity, he was making some sense. That’s what I hated most about Javier, that there was always a kernel of truth to his words, a truth that made you fall for the lies.


I sucked back my breath and nodded at the sagging bed. “You better get a good night’s sleep.” Then I grabbed one of the pillows and the top sheet and brought it over to the thin Mexican rug that ran along the foot of it.


“You’re serious?” he asked as I started making my bed on the floor.


“Good night,” I told him, lying down on top of the sheet. I didn’t trust the cleanliness of the floor and it was too hot to have a sheet on top of me anyway. I rolled over so I was facing away from him. He was still standing near the bed.


“Come now,” Javier said. “Sharing a bed with me isn’t that bad. You’ve been doing it for the last week. Is the inevitable sex too distracting?”


I ground my teeth together but didn’t say a word.


Suddenly he dropped to the ground on top of me, flipping me over so I was on my back, pinning both of my arms to the ground, his face just inches from mine. Wild strands of his hair partially obscured his feverish eyes.


“I’ll scream,” I said hoarsely, fear pulsing through my veins.


He grinned. “You know I love that.”


Then he lowered his lips to mine, his warm and salty taste engulfing me. I did my best to keep my lips shut, to wriggle my mouth out of the way.


“Oh, angel,” he murmured near my lips. “Stop the act. We both know you want this.”


“Don’t you fucking dare,” I grunted, “or I will make you pay.”


He chuckled and lifted his head, peering down at me curiously, still keeping a death grip on my arms. “You’re not thinking straight. You’ve got everything backward, you know?”


“I’m thinking just fine.” I stared right back at him, refusing to be intimidated, even though he was straddling me on the floor of our hotel room. “You’re backward.”


He gave a subtle shake of his head. “How quickly you change your tune, how easily you are manipulated. You think that just because Camden came for you that it means he knows what’s best for you?”


“I know what’s best,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady.


“You don’t,” he said, “and you never did. You keep trying to be good, to be this person that you’re not, and you think the minute someone tries to convince you, tells you something that you want to hear, that they must speak the truth.” He ran his fingers down the side of my face, gently at first before pressing them in harder near my mouth. “So beautiful, so naïve. You know, even though he is here it doesn’t mean you’re obligated to be with him. It doesn’t mean you owe him anything. You never asked him to come after you.” He traced my rigid lips with his forefinger. “It isn’t too late, you know. I can forgive your lies, your… lack of loyalty. I can forget that you ever conspired with him. We can do this, just the two of us.”


“Do what?” I asked once he removed his fingers.


His smile was lopsided. It would have looked cute on anyone else, but the depravity in his eyes soiled it. “Rule the world. Don’t you remember? I’ll be the king and you’ll be my queen.” He leaned in closer and closed his eyes, whispering, “Travis is in our reach. We are so close now. You are so close to getting your revenge.”


“No,” I said. “I only want Gus back. You can have Travis.”


His eyes fluttered even though they were shut, as if he was having trouble comprehending what I was saying. “Of course, your Gus. And your mother too, I suppose.”


I swallowed with effort, stifled again by the memory of seeing her at the party. “Yes, my mother. I’m just here for them. That’s the only reason I’m going after Travis.”


He opened his eyes, narrowing them slightly. “I figured as much. You know, you’ll change your mind when you see Travis again. And I’ll be the one handing you the gun to finish the job. Then you’ll have your people back. And then, with his blood on your hands, you’ll finally have your peace. Don’t forget what you were prepared to do earlier. Don’t pretend like you weren’t going to drop that poison into his meal. Don’t act like you weren’t fully prepared to kill the very man that ruined our lives.”


“Our lives?”


He blinked a few times. “Your pain has been my pain.”


“I call bullshit on that.”


“And I call bullshit on you. You know what you mean to me, angel. You know the lengths that I’ll go to, all to make sure you get justice.”


I took in a deep breath, so conscious of how close his face was to mine, so mindful of his lips that looked ready to come crashing onto mine again. I had to say what I needed to say and had to say it right. Being straight was the only way out.


“Javier. I appreciate you saving us. And I do want to get your sister someplace safe. And if you can really help me get Gus back, then I owe you everything in the world. But what we shared, what we had, is over.” I swallowed hard but kept my voice steady. “It was over the moment I found out your true intentions. It was over the moment I realized I was being manipulated like some fucking puppet on a string. And it was over when I realized you and I are as toxic as the poison you put in my necklace. That has always been the truth and that will never change. The us that was is gone. This is the new us. We can help each other and if we can’t, then we shouldn’t be in each other’s lives. If you’re going to have your own agenda and your own plan other than helping me get to Gus, then we should part ways, right now, tonight, and never look back at each other. Never look for each other. Move on and forget. Do you understand?”


My heart was beating so hard I could feel it in my lips, in my fingers. I had no idea how he was going to take this.


He stared at me stone-faced, as if he didn’t even hear me. He clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth and looked up at the ceiling. “I think I understand. Yes, I think I hear you.” He cleared his throat and straightened up, still straddling me, but at least my face was free from his lips and grasp. His eyes still focused upward and he said, “Angel, angel, angel,” while shaking his head back and forth. “I thought I knew you. I only knew the… fetus… compared to the woman you could be.” He looked at me sharply. “What a fucking disappointment you are.”
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