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Uno es el arquitecto de su propio destino.


One is the architect of their own destiny.
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The night Sofia De Luna’s mother was murdered, the beige stucco of her family’s Cuernavaca ranch home lit up blue and red, blue and red as the lights from the cop cars in the driveway spun and spun.


Now, twelve years later, that stucco wall glowed amber, warmed by torches, for the death of another sort.


“Dad’s retiring,” her youngest brother, Fernando, said in his brief phone call to Sofia in London.


Narcotraficantes don’t get to retire. And Alberto, the capo of all capos in Mexico, wasn’t the type to go gentle into that good night, so when Sofia got the call—midnight her time in London—that her presence in Mexico was requested—nay, required—her heart dropped into her stomach. She’d been out of the family business for years, so calling her back now meant they needed something from her.


A twelve-hour flight later, she shifted her weight from one stilettoed heel to the other, struggling to keep her jet lag at bay.


She sipped her anejo tequila, her eyes burning as she scanned the atrium. She recognized a few faces; she’d seen them on election billboards on her way south out of Mexico City. The presidential election was nearing, not that the event had meant much for the past few decades, as the war on drugs continued to rage, fueling a decades-long power struggle.


The drugs were winning because the drugs meant money. Lots of it.


For the banks. For the politicians. For all of them.


A taut tension ran through the guests. Uncertainty was bad for business. While the three cartels—the Baja, the Gulf, and the De Lunas in Mexico City and Morelos—had brokered an uneasy cease-fire of sorts the past few years, Sofia’s father’s stepping down would create a power void that could ripple across Mexico with deadly consequences.


Sofia was aware she should care, maybe be concerned, about what the future held for the family business. But this wasn’t her life anymore. Her brothers and cousins seemed to run a tight ship, and she’d probably be in their way if she tried to insert herself now. She had a legitimate job. A career even. Far from here, far from the organized chaos.


So she’d sit through this dinner, she’d drink the tequila, stay a few days to say she did, and get back to London where she went by Sofia Torres. Where she got to do normal things like shop without a bodyguard nearby. Or go anywhere in general without keeping a gun tucked at the small of her back.


Sofia reached up to tug on the high neck of her black lace dress. The evening was warm, humid. A normal spring evening in Cuernavaca, but Sofia had spent the last eight years in London where winter stretched through spring.


“We were taking bets on whether you’d actually show,” Fernando—Nando to his family—said as he approached her.


“Like I had much of a choice. Papi sent a plane,” Sofia replied, planting a light kiss on his cheek in greeting.


She caught the amused uptick of her brother’s lips as he glanced down at her under his loose brown curls. Curls that covered bright green eyes that could oscillate between steel and mirth.


Taking after their fair-haired Argentinian mother, Nando was built elegantly, his features fine and delicate like Roman statues. Nando was light where both Sofia and their middle brother, Diego, were dark.


“You look so grown-up,” Sofia said, reaching to brush curls from his face.


“Tends to happen as time passes.”


“Guilt-tripping already?” she asked. “Come on, be fair, I’ve visited.”


“As few times as you could get away with.”


Sofia tilted her head. “Don’t be like that. I’m not going to be here long, so let’s just try to get along in the meantime.”


Nando frowned. “You’re not planning on staying for a while? I figured with the changeover . . .”


“I can’t. I have a job in London, little brother.”


Nando nodded. “Yeah, of course,” he said. “I just figured with Dad stepping down, you’d stick around a bit.”


“I want no part of that, hermano. I haven’t changed my mind.”


“Sure, yeah, of course,” Nando replied. “Anyway, glad you’re here; it was important to him you came.”


“So we can pretend we’re a happy family?” Sofia asked. “Which side of the business pays for all this extravagance, anyway? How are profits in produce these days?”


The cushy life the De Luna family led was funded not just by the produce given up by the sweet soil of the farmland bearing their last name but by a different type of product. One not native to their lands. One flown into private airstrips. The cocoa leaf turned into neat bricks of cocaine, to be exact. And it had been this way for decades. The legitimate produce business the launderer for the illegitimate one. And the reason Sofia had left years earlier to carve a stable life for herself out of the chaos she’d grown up in.


But when her brother asked her to return, she couldn’t turn him down.


Nando shrugged a shoulder. “We manage.”


Wunderkind Nando ran the De Luna finances, essentially making him the CFO; if he said the money was good, then it was good.


“Glad to see you’re putting your economics studies to good use,” Sofia replied.


“And how’s that foreign policy degree working out for you?” Nando asked.


She made low wages, worked long hours staring at a computer screen analyzing numbers. They called it paying dues.


“I’m learning a lot, little brother, earning that priceless experience.”


Nando rolled his eyes.


Her family made it clear they thought her job was beneath her. She was a princess here. She had a kingdom here, if she’d just claim it.


“Papi’s retirement seems sudden,” Sofia said, changing the subject.


Before Nando had a chance to reply, a sharp whistle made him turn.


Sofia stood straighter as Diego approached, glass in hand, his black hair artfully slicked back and dark sunglasses hiding his eyes.


Only a year apart, Sofia and Diego were jokingly referred to as twins. And they might as well have been. They shared the same dark features, dark hair, dark almond-shaped eyes, and dusky skin from the Indigenous Aztec blood that ran through their father’s veins.


Sofia caught flashes of the inked black-and-gray battle scenes adorning Diego’s chest as he moved. A grayscale portrait of Julius Caesar peeked out from under his half-buttoned shirt. Diego had long identified with the general, earning the nickname El General as a child due to his love of all things war.


“Meeting without me already?” Diego said with a smile, but his tone didn’t match the lilt of his words.


“We were talking about Dad’s retirement,” Nando said.


“I was saying it feels sudden to me,” Sofia added.


Diego sucked air past his gold-capped incisors. “It’s been in the works, Sof. You just haven’t been around.”


Sofia rolled her eyes. “Here we go . . .”


Diego held his hands up, his thick gold chains clinking together with the motion. “I’m not trying to fight.”


“Me either,” Sofia said, looking away, watching new guests enter the party. “Where’s Yolotli? I haven’t seen him.”


Diego reached up to pull off his sunglasses, revealing two neat, stylized razor slices through an eyebrow and dark purple rings under his eyes. “Working,” he said, downing the clear liquor in his glass.


Sofia glanced at the glass, then back at Diego, noting his blown-out pupils. “Working,” she asked, “during a family event?”


Yolotli, the head of security for the De Lunas, and Diego’s longtime partner, didn’t work family events so he could be at Diego’s side instead, having literally earned his position in this family.


“What did you do to piss him off this time?” Sofia asked.


Diego frowned. “Why does everyone always assume I did something?”


“Because that’s usually the case. Like now, you’re high, aren’t you?” she asked, narrowing her eyes.


“Chill, hermana, it’s a party, isn’t it?”


Next to her, Nando cleared his throat. “Dinner’s going to be served soon. We should probably take our seats.”


“Give us a minute,” Sofia said, her eyes on Diego.


“I’m not in the mood for a lecture,” Diego began, once Nando headed toward the back patio.


“I’m not going to lecture you. I want you to remember we’re still family, Diego, no matter where I live.”


She wanted that to be true. She wanted to pretend she could reach for her brother now, pull him close, laugh about the stupid shit Nando used to do when he was little. But the distance between her and Diego now was a barbed wire fence.


“Are we?” he asked, his head tilted.


Sofia straightened. “Whatever it is you feel like you need to say to me, say it now.”


“Family sticks it out, together, through the hard shit, Sofia.”


“I was here,” she replied, her jaw clenching. “You can try to rewrite history all you want, but it was me and you for a long time, doing what had to be done when Mami died.”


“And then you walked away.”


“Yeah, I did. But I did it for the three of us.”


Diego shook his head. “Spare me that tired argument that you’re going to save Mexico, that you’re going to save us,” Diego said, dramatically reaching for his chest. “It won’t bring her back. Nothing will bring her back.”


“It’s what she wanted.”


Diego schooled his features, his face smooth like a mask. “You better go take your seat, Sofia. You won’t want to miss this.”


The sudden change in her brother was like turning off a light. He had darkness in his eyes now and an ability to shift so deeply into himself that there was nothing left of the brother she used to run around their mother’s garden with. He could hide right in front of her.


Sofia nodded, knowing better than to push. “Before I leave, we’ll talk. Are you coming?” she asked, nodding toward the backyard.


He shook his head, cupping a lighter to the cigarette between his lips now. She waited for him to inhale and exhale the smoke. “I’ll catch up with you later, sis.”


Guilt was a gripping trap. The more she tried to pull herself out from under the weight of it, the more it cut into her. The more of her it took in return.


At eighteen, Sofia had left Mexico while she still had something to save, but her brothers hadn’t seen it that way. They didn’t understand that she had to become her own person in order to have something to offer the family once she returned.


What she hoped to offer was stability, peace, legitimacy. All the things they’d never known as long as they’d been alive. All the things their mother died praying for.


There were paths to legitimacy, but it would take time to convince her brothers that this was the right choice. This life of violence, drugs, and money was all they’d known, and for them, the civilian life would come with sacrifices. Ones they might not be willing to make. Ones their cousins, who had invested their own lives to this family business once their tía was murdered, might try to convince them not to make.


Sofia stepped into the backyard, glancing around the table glittering with crystal and silver.


When she spotted a familiar face, her heart stopped.


It couldn’t be.


“Andres,” she whispered, as if saying his name would make him real, prove that he wasn’t a figment of her imagination, because to her, he was a ghost.
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Andres Herrera had disappeared from Sofia’s life as soon as he graduated from preparatoria. There one day, gone the next. Losing him was the second significant loss of Sofia’s young life.


He had been her confidant, her first love. More than that, he was her savior, her salvation. And once he was gone, Sofia only heard about him from whispers shared between teachers, women at the market. Her brothers. And when they talked about Andres, they called him sicario.


He had once been an idealist like her, raging against all the cruelty, the greed, all of it, and now, well, he stood on the other side. He had taken lives for a quick payday. He was everything they’d promised to never become.


Sofia’s father waved to her from his seat at the head of the table, motioning for her to take the seat to his immediate right. The seat between her and Nando, where Diego would sit, was empty.


Sofia held her breath as she settled at the table in the seat across from Andres. He nodded in her direction but quickly turned his attention to his father, Don Martin, the De Lunas’ longtime cocaine connection.


As Andres shifted in his seat, Sofia’s eyes lowered, taking in the expanse of fair skin exposed by the undone buttons of his dress shirt. His heavy silver chain glittered against his chest, a pendant weighing it down.


But it was his eyes that drew her attention now, just like they did back in their school days. The dark hazel blue framed by thick, long dark lashes sparkled with amusement at whatever his father was saying. And when Andres looked up, surely feeling Sofia’s gaze, those eyes darkened like a summer thunderstorm.


Her cheeks warmed, so she looked away, focusing instead on the plates of meat, peppers, onions, and limes of the parrillada piled in front of her on the table to avoid looking up.


Should have just stayed in London and avoided all of this, she thought as she reached up to smooth the hairs that had loosened from her bun.


One seat over, Nando raised an eyebrow in her direction.


Sofia debated leaving, just standing up and heading back toward the house instead of sitting in her awkward discomfort, but the conversations around the table started to wane, finally dying off as Sofia’s father stood, raising his glass.


“I am blessed to see many friends here. Blessed to have my sons here and to have Sofia home.”


Sofia smiled, tight-lipped.


“Many men dream of this day and aren’t able to realize it,” Alberto continued. “However, I am here this evening only because of all your support. Which is why I wanted to assure you that, even though I’m retiring, the De Lunas are still very much in business. Despite what you might have heard to the contrary, we are not going anywhere.”


Sofia diligently memorized the etched pattern on the bowl of limes in front of her. It was the safest place to rest her eyes while her father drank in attention. The man could be long-winded, and her mind started to wander. Unfortunately, every thought was of Andres.


What the hell was he doing here, sitting with her family? After everything? Was it true about her mother? About what they say he did? When did he get that scar on his jaw? Had he missed Sofia, the way she had missed him?


“I am pleased to announce that the alliance between us as the Three Kings will remain,” Sofia’s father continued. “We need to lean on the strength of one another, especially in these uncertain election times.”


Guess that answered her first question.


The original alliance created in the nineties by Juste Torres, Sofia’s maternal grandfather, had not been a peaceful one to begin with. And it was currently a precarious truce between the De Lunas and the young men who ran the Baja and the Gulf, respectively. A truce that was losing steam as the world changed, as the game changed.


The De Lunas needed exclusive access to the Herreras’ product. Cocaine was the De Lunas’ lifeblood. While the other cartels shifted toward synthetics and heroin, the De Lunas stood on their cracked, decades-long foundation with the Herreras. If the De Lunas lost the cocaine, they lost their hold, not only on the other two cartels but on the politicians in their pockets as well.


Alberto had the politicians in the big city by the balls, as he had for decades. So he made the rules. As long as he kept the cartels safe from government intervention.


But a new president would be elected soon. And the heavily favored candidate wanted to make changes.


So she said. So they all said.


So where did that leave the De Lunas?


At the mercy of their connect, the Herreras.


No cocaine, no money, no pull.


And the De Lunas needed that pull, because as long as the Three Kings could operate with minimal state intervention, the De Luna family was safe at the head of the table.


There was no shortage of bad blood between the Herreras and the De Lunas in their long history. But long money had a way of making short memories.


Sofia looked up at Andres.


His gaze was on Alberto at the head of the table, but she caught the glance he gave her from the corner of his eye.


Alberto cleared his throat, silencing the crowd. “While it has been an honor to serve this family, it is time that I announce my retirement. This new chapter deserves leadership that understands the nuances of the time we are in as a country. Politically.”


He turned to Sofia then. “By her mother’s—my wife, Maria’s—wishes, may she rest in heaven, my eldest, Sofia, will be taking my place as the head of this family.”


Sofia froze in her seat, blood halting in her veins.


No. That can’t be right.


As polite applause erupted around the table, Sofia looked at Nando.


He looked away, avoiding her gaze.


Sofia glanced around the table, heat rising up her neck. She looked for some sign her father was joking.


“Cheers, prima,” her cousin Xavier, the eldest of the Torres cousins, said, his glass raised as their eyes met, light catching the thin gold rosary bracelet on his wrist.


When he winked, Sofia heard a ringing in her ears as everything else went silent.


The edges of Sofia’s vision blurred.


She tightened her hands into fists, her nails digging into her palms.


Her father had planned his timing. He knew she wouldn’t make a scene at a dinner like this. Sofia had over a quarter of a century of training from her father and knew better than to react in front of his guests.


Oblivious, or apathetic, to her confusion and growing anger, Alberto continued his speech. “My family, together with the Herreras, will once again control distribution and transportation. This agreement will make the entire operation seamless. And our business partners to the east and west will enjoy diminished risk. This is a win for all of us.”


Sofia slid her wine glass closer to her, ready to drink. Her father was making promises Sofia wasn’t sure he could keep. He promised the borders would stay open, that product would continue to move freely. But times were changing in Mexico. The people were tired of living in a narco-state. Despite the Jesús Malverde—Robin Hood—treatment some of the smaller towns received, it wasn’t enough anymore, and it shouldn’t be. They wanted better.


This complex, beautiful land of mountains and beaches and jungles and deserts had more to offer the world than drugs and violence. And the favored presidential candidate had a vision and a bulldog chief of police at her beck and call that kept her from being silenced like the others who had come before her promising peace.


If the family was unable to reach an agreement with the new president, their entire operation would come apart at the seams, and they’d find themselves suddenly unprotected.


The crowd around the table erupted in applause once more, and Sofia clapped politely.


As her world closed in on her, even Nando and Diego were strangers to her. Especially Diego. He was their father’s right-hand man, privy to the conversations she and Nando were not. Diego must have known this was coming and didn’t bother to clue her in.


Sofia blinked to refocus, her face burning with a mix of embarrassment and anger.


She reached for the Our Lady of Luján pendant around her neck, which had once been her mother’s, and smoothed it between her thumb and index finger.


As Sofia’s breathing slowed, she sat just long enough to be polite, swallowing down the things she wanted to say along with bites of peppers and tortilla, as guests chattered around the table.


Excusing herself, Sofia retreated into the house, the inner rooms of the home quiet with the guests outside.


She stepped into the library and took a deep breath. She had run from the reality of who she was as long as she could, and now it was like she’d run out of road. She figured she’d have to rejoin the family at some point, but not like this. She’d made it known for years that she wanted nothing more to do with the drug business. She had done enough dirt in her family’s name.


While London had been a reprieve, the nagging feeling that it would all come crashing down was never far from the edges of her consciousness. Even all those miles removed from the nexus.


“Congratulations, cousin.”


Sofia froze, stilling at the familiar accent.


Xavier clung to the shadows, the only light in the room spilling in from the hallway. The dim light glinted off his gold bracelets and rings as he crossed his arms over his chest.


“Che, prima, don’t look so sad,” Xavier said, sticking his bottom lip out. “I know this isn’t what you wanted. I know you hoped to wash your hands of us.”


“Then why is this happening?” she asked. “He can’t be serious about this.”


“It’s what your mother wanted,” Xavier replied, his gold teeth catching the light.


“Why?” she asked.


Xavier shrugged.


“How long have you known?”


“Awhile. She left it all to you in her testamento. The legitimate business has been in a trust until your father could no longer run it.”


“And the other business?” Sofia asked.


Xavier scratched his temple with his thumbnail. “All the money goes through the legitimate businesses.”


“I know that.”


“So what do you think that means then?”


Sofia huffed. “I should have known a little sooner that this was the plan, don’t you think?”


Xavier shrugged. “Would it have made a difference?”


Sofia chewed at her bottom lip.


Millions of dollars moved through the family’s produce business monthly, laundered through the impeccable accounting of the family’s financial team under Nando’s supervision. It was too big an operation to trust to someone who had been out of the game for eight years. There’d be strings. Strings Sofia felt in her gut she wanted nothing to do with. There were rules to this world that made a deal with the devil seem sweet.


“And you?” she asked, “you and Joaquin, do you agree with this arrangement?”


Younger than her father, older than Sofia, the Torres cousins had come from Argentina to stay for a while when Sofia’s mother passed away. They’d spent long nights either locked in an office with Alberto or out in the city learning their grandfather’s business.


The Torreses had no problem getting blood on their hands, but they preferred to stick to the shadows. Alberto made the speeches, shook the hands, sat at lunches and dinners. Golfed with presidents.


But it was a well-known fact that the De Luna family wouldn’t—couldn’t—act without the blessing of the Torreses. It had been their grandfather Juste who had bankrolled Sofia’s parents’ produce business to begin with. Juste had built this empire, and the Torres cousins demanded their share and their say.


So they stayed.


“We respect our tía Maria’s decision,” Xavier began, “and we welcome you back to the family, Sofia. This is where you belong. You can dress yourself differently, speak differently, but you are still your mother’s daughter. You are still a Torres.”


Sofia crossed her arms under her chest. “What if I turn it down?”


Xavier’s eyes darkened. “You are a soldier, Sofia. Soldiers get drafted.”


“You would know,” she replied.


Xavier had been the one to break Sofia, to make a soldado out of her. He was the one to sweep away the curtain and expose her to all the ugly things their family did. He called it showing her the light.


“I’m not a soldier anymore,” Sofia added.


Xavier scrubbed a hand over his beard. “Amusing you think that. Maybe you’ve gotten soft, but the mind remembers. The muscles remember. And the things you did, they still happened.”


Sofia’s fingertips tingled.


She’d learned fight or flight from Xavier. So the chill in his tone now brought her back to being a teenager who had just lost her whole world. A broken teenager who looked to her older cousin to teach her how to cut pieces out of herself in order to survive.


“Look, if you really don’t want what’s rightfully yours, I’m sure we can work something out,” Xavier said.


Of course. The cousins had been gunning to take things over for as long as Sofia could remember. She was sure they’d have some ideas.


“I think I need to talk to my brothers first. Weigh the options,” Sofia replied.


While Sofia wasn’t thrilled about the succession, she wasn’t ready to hand everything over to her cousins yet either. Not while she had the upper hand.


“I heard things aren’t going well lately,” she said.


“Transition always brings challenges. Don’t worry. Diego’s more than qualified to take over. If need be.”


Sofia hummed softly. “Are you sure about that? I don’t know if he’s in the best mental state for this at the moment.”


Xavier laughed, but it was dark, sharp. “You deduced that from what? A five-minute conversation? I know what it is you think you can do for this family, but be careful with those ideas of yours, Sofia. There’s no room for them here.”


“Was that the same warning my mother heard?” Sofia asked, her blood warming all over again.


Maria must have upset someone, they’d said. She must have done something to earn that bullet, Sofia’s neighbors, store clerks, people in the street whispered.


“You know what happened to your mother,” Xavier replied.


“I know the story I was told. But I’m not sure I know the truth.”


“Aye, Sofia,” Xavier said as he shook his head, “you were always the better of the three of your siblings. But if you can’t be the serpiente they need you to be, step aside. Business stops for no one, and I’m sure your brothers will agree. Besides, maybe this is your chance to earn redemption from your mother’s mistakes.”


Sofia watched as Xavier turned back down the hallway.


His words of vindication gave little comfort. She was right. Her mother had upset someone. Someone who needed her gone.
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Night had fallen, and now the De Lunas’ backyard glittered with string lights. Absentmindedly swirling the remaining tequila in his glass, Andres’s attention wandered as his father and Don Alberto chatted. The two older men bickered over Alberto’s speech; Martin had apparently found it melodramatic.


Andres had seen his father’s relationship with Don Alberto evolve through the years from business partner to nemesis, to almost friends, back to enemies. So this current peace between the two men didn’t surprise Andres. He learned early that in this world, survival would always eclipse personal feelings.


Andres took a long pull from his drink, feeling Don Alberto’s eyes on him.


He avoided the man’s gaze, watching people pass. If he was being honest, he was looking for Sofia.


Before tonight, the last time Andres had seen her was close to a decade ago. The day Don Alberto chased him off a few days after Andres’s eighteenth birthday, the day he showed up to say goodbye to Sofia.


Andres had desperately needed to see her one last time before he left, to ask her to forgive him. He couldn’t explain, not all of it, but he needed her to know he wouldn’t forget her, no matter where he went. No matter the distance between them. And he needed to know she’d promise the same.


But instead, Don Alberto told Andres that Sofia didn’t want to see him.


Andres’s heart cracked thinking about what she must have thought of him, of what she’d heard already, of what her father had told her.


He saw her watching from her bedroom window while Don Alberto stood guard in the doorway. Andres understood he was trying to protect his daughter, but from where Andres stood that day, it had always felt more like Don Alberto was protecting himself.


Andres should have demanded to see her or waited for her to come down. But he couldn’t deny that part of him figured maybe it was for the best. She deserved a life filled with hope, and the road he was about to take was paved with nothing but darkness.


“How is Sofia taking the news?” Martin asked.


The mention of Sofia’s name drew Andres’s attention back to the conversation.


Sofia had looked surprised when she first saw him at the table, and he had a suspicion he shouldn’t hold his breath for a warm welcome.


He was aware of the rumors about him. Hell, some were even true. He couldn’t blame her for whatever opinion she’d formed when he’d gone. Losing her friendship was a price he agreed to pay when he left for Colombia.


That didn’t mean it didn’t kill him.


“That’s yet to be determined,” Alberto replied, “but she’s had her time away. Her family needs her now.”


“She’ll have her own ideas about how things should be done,” Martin said.


“Of course, but she’ll have her brothers’ and her cousins’ experience to draw upon.”


“She’s her mother’s daughter; she’ll find a way to do things her way,” Martin replied.


Andres watched the exchange between the men grow tense, Maria a long-standing sore point.


His father had been hopelessly in love with Sofia’s mother. It was all very Romeo and Juliet, from what Andres had heard and seen. The clandestine lunch dates Andres was dragged along to when he was a kid, the late-night phone calls. He caught on pretty early. He’d hated his father for it at first, worried about his mother getting hurt, but then she got sick and passed away, and Andres was happy his father had Maria. She was a good friend to Martin and a kind woman to Andres when he had no mother of his own.


Which is why the rumor that he was involved in her murder had fractured the Herreras’ relationship with the De Lunas, pitting one family against the other. For a while. And while his own father never believed it, the truth would have killed the person who meant the most to Andres at the time—Sofia.


So he kept his secrets and left for Colombia. He let them drag his name through the mud until the world moved on.


Until now.


Until his father needed him home.


So Andres promised himself he’d leave the war he carried within him in Colombia. He returned to Mexico to leverage his father’s political relationships. Andres wanted to be a legitimate businessman.


And he needed Sofia to do it.


“You’re sure you’ll be able to get Sofia to that sit-down with the party’s candidate?” Don Alberto asked, his gaze on Andres again.


Andres swallowed the rest of his tequila quickly. “That’s what I’m here for, right?”


Don Alberto’s jaw twitched at the sarcastic bite in Andres’s words, but he nodded. “Make it happen sooner than later.”


“Claro que sí,” Andres replied with a half-hearted salute.


Alberto squeezed Andres’s shoulder. “Let’s take a walk. Just you and I. That’s okay, right, Martin, if I borrow your son?”


Martin looked at Andres, who nodded.


“Bring him back in one piece, old friend.”


Alberto laid a hand over his heart, then nodded for Andres to follow.


Andres fell into an easy rhythm following a step behind as they crossed the grounds to the small stone chapel anchoring one of the farthest corners of the property. An illuminated cross hung above the heavy wooden door, like a beacon in the night.


Andres followed Alberto into the small chapel, crossing himself as he approached the altar. The Virgen de Guadalupe and the Virgin Mary held dominion over the small space. This chapel was a testament to a mother’s love, designed for Maria.


“Happy to be home?” Alberto asked as he took a seat at the front pew.


Andres remained standing. “Sure.”


Alberto nodded. “All right, let’s cut the bullshit. I don’t love this arrangement either. But I trust when it comes to my daughter you’ll remember your place.”


“My place?” Andres smiled. “That’s what you wanted to talk to me about?”


“Yes, your place.” Alberto stood, adding, “I know your father, and he probably has an angle; otherwise he wouldn’t have agreed to this deal. So just a friendly warning: don’t think that turning Sofia against her family will get you what you or your father want.”


Andres crossed his arms over his chest. “My father wants to retire with an easy transition, just like you. That’s it.”


Alberto chuckled. “Martin is anything but a simple man, and I know you’ll say anything to protect him, you’ll do anything to protect him. So I just want you to understand that telling Sofia the truth about her mother and the part you played in her death won’t make her love you again, or even trust you. You’ll just have made a new enemy.”


Andres raised an eyebrow.


He wasn’t sure he’d even get a chance to offer Sofia his connections to the new presidential candidate, let alone dig up old, buried secrets with her. He was still caught up on the whole getting-Sofia-to-even-speak-to-him-again part of this plan between Martin and Alberto. Getting her to listen to him—trust him—wasn’t going to be easy.


“You’re feeling guilty, is that it? Seeing me again,” Andres asked. “You think everyone is out to get you. You and your secrets. Don’t forget you’re the one who turned her against me in the first place. And right now it sounds like you need me, so either you trust me to get this done, for all of us, or you see how well she fares with her cousins trying to start a war.”


Alberto ran a hand down the front of his suit jacket, collecting himself. “You’re wrong about one thing, son. She needs you. Not me. She needs the president on her side, or it’s her head. And I know you won’t let anyone hurt her, so I have full faith you’ll do what needs to be done.”


“I’m not your son. And Sofia . . . that was over a long time ago.”


“Good, but like it or not, this is our secret, and unearthing the truth now will just cause more damage.”


“You’re right,” Andres replied, “back then I would never have hurt her.”


“I know. And that’s why you’ll keep your mouth shut now, because it’s you, son, feeling that weight of guilt.”


“Is that all?” Andres asked.


Alberto smiled and reached out to slap Andres on the back a touch too hard. “Go on, enjoy the party.”


Andres headed back toward the patio, where guests were still convened. Dinner was over, but the drinking had just started. It would be a long night.


He still didn’t see Sofia.


“Hey, sicario.”


Andres paused to glance over his shoulder.


Diego nodded toward him when their eyes met. “Long time, brother.”


Andres turned to face the man who had once been a friend, more than that, almost like a brother.


“Yeah, it has.”


Diego sipped his drink, his eyes on Andres, and from where he stood, he could feel the hatred rolling off Diego like waves.


Andres steeled himself. Whatever came, he deserved it.


“Relax,” Diego said with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes, fairy lights and flames from the torches glinting off his gold incisors. “I just want to talk.”


Andres nodded. “Sure, ’mano. Let’s talk.”


Diego wiped at his nose, sniffed, then fixed his gaze on Andres once more. “Tell me, sicario, do you still solve your problems with a bullet between the eyes?” he asked, mimicking pushing a gun to his own brow.


Andres held Diego’s gaze. “Not anymore.”


“Hmm,” Diego mused, the smile reaching his eyes this time. “I have a feeling you still would.”


“If necessary.”


Diego laughed then, short and dry.


“Are you worried, El General, that I might put a bullet between your eyes someday?” Andres asked. “If need be.”


Diego placed his hand on his own chest. “It would be an honor, a bullet from St. Julian, patron saint of murderers.”


Andres caught the mocking tone under the playfulness Diego was trying to sell. A sell that said Andres, and the things that were said about him, didn’t scare Diego. Not in the least.


“I’m not St. Julian anymore. If that’s what you’re asking,” Andres said. “Satisfied?”


“Far from it.”


“I didn’t ask for this either, Diego, and I know how it must feel . . .”


Diego held an index finger up, stopping him. “No, you have no idea how it feels to lose a mother the way I did.”


“My mother is gone too, Diego.”


“A lot of mothers are gone, Andres. And how many of them did you take?” Diego asked, stepping closer, pushing his finger into Andres’s chest.


Andres inhaled deeply, exhaled slowly. “I don’t kill women.”


Diego shook his head. “That’s not quite true, though, is it?”


“I’m only here because your family needs me,” Andres began, an attempt to reroute this conversation that wouldn’t end well otherwise. Diego had a hairpin trigger. “That’s the only reason I’m here tonight, and we both know it.”


“Need you?” Diego asked, his voice pitching. “Even if that were true, it doesn’t change a damn thing, sicario.”


“I didn’t say it did. But you need me right now. Let me do this for you. This helps you too, and we can settle the other shit after. How does that sound?”


Diego sucked air past his teeth. “We don’t need you.”


“You do, and you know it better than anyone. The new presidential candidate won’t take your cousins’ calls, or your father’s, will she?”


“But she’ll take yours?”


“She will.”


Diego narrowed his eyes. “Why?”


“Does that matter?”


“You’re a snake, sicario,” Diego said, pointing at Andres. “Why would I ever trust you? Why would we trust you to do this?”


Andres held his hands up. “Like I said, this alliance, this truce, helps my family too. We all need this president to play by the rules, our rules. Honestly, Diego, that’s it.”


Diego shook his head. “You’re a liar.”


Andres sighed. “What do you want from me, Diego? You want me to prove my loyalty to your family? After everything? I’m here, I’m right here.”


“I want you to say it. I want you to admit what you did.”


Andres shrank. He had entertained the idea while he was away that he would get to come home, back to Mexico, and put the past behind him. That things would have changed, evolved as time passed. But as the night wore on, that dream felt further from reality.


Because for the De Luna siblings, time had stopped when their mother was murdered. And they would want their revenge, no matter how many years had passed. No matter what the truth was. They’d punish him like they had for years.


He knew that; he’d always known that.


“There’s nothing I can say, ’mano, that changes what happened,” Andres replied, his eyes on Diego’s, his voice level.


The gold flash caught his attention first before the muzzle aimed at his forehead.


“You’re going to have to do better than that,” Diego said, his thumb pulling back the gun’s hammer.
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The stable on the De Luna property used to house two beautiful golden palomino mares. Sofia learned to ride when she was very young. Her mother would lift her into the saddle and trot her slowly around the corral with one hand on Sofia’s leg, always right there. She showed Sofia how to brush the horses, how to be gentle with them. Sofia would sneak the freshest apples out to the stable, and eventually she earned the old mare’s trust.


Now the stable was empty and unused, and Sofia was thankful for the quiet as she leaned against an empty stall gate, clutching her phone and scrolling through her emails.


The notifications popping up on the glowing screen gave her hope that she had a normal life still, away from this ranch home, away from her family. That it hadn’t just all gone up in smoke because her father made some announcement.


She opened her text message thread, her thumb hovering over Leo’s name. Sweet Leo back at home. Waiting for her.


She squeezed her eyes shut.


She wouldn’t stay here. She couldn’t.


Why would her mother do this to her? They had talked at night when Sofia was a young teen and couldn’t sleep. When she’d sneak down to the kitchen to sit next to her mother at the island. They’d share manzanilla tea, and her mother would wax poetic about living a life away from this work. So leaving it all to Sofia made no sense.


“There’s a lot of people looking for you.”


Sofia gasped and scrambled to hold on to her phone as she jumped. “You scared the shit out of me.”


Yolotli raised an eyebrow. “I wasn’t trying to sneak up on you. You got soft.”


“You’re the second person to accuse me of that tonight,” she said, crossing her arms. “Those days are long over.”


“In light of things, I don’t think that’s true. Come on, we should head back to the house.”


She grimaced. “Please, just give me a minute.”


Yolotli reached up and pulled the earpiece from his ear. “Can’t hide forever, Sof.”


She glanced up, taking in the man who was just a boy when she left.


Yolotli was born from moist soil and the velvet blackness of night and the ancient light of the stars. In a past life, he was a jaguar from the jungle. He had the high cheekbones and strong jawline of the carved gods that had come before him.


Yolotli was nothing short of a Mayan god with an Aztec name. A god whose mother moved her only son north to Mexico City to escape the violence creeping up from Central America, only to run straight into the jaws of the beast. And that beast taught young Yolotli well.


He came to be known as Cizin to their enemies, a living Mayan god of death, head of De Luna security. Head of some of the most skilled assassins in the country. But to Sofia, he was just another younger brother. An orphaned boy adopted by their father. A third brother who grew up alongside the De Luna siblings.


Tonight Yolotli’s linen shirt was partially undone, the humidity making the terra-cotta skin of his neck and chest shine. A gold chain with a medallion that matched Diego’s lay against his chest, rising and falling with his breaths. Two pieces of one heart.


“Heard that before,” she said, looking away.


“Because it’s true. So who are you trying to avoid?” Yolotli asked, his eyes glinting.


Sofia smiled, hearing the teasing in his tone.


“Your brothers?” he asked. “Andres . . .?”


Sofia didn’t want to talk about Andres. She couldn’t bear to make him real yet.


“Did you know? About any of this?” she asked.


Yolotli straightened. “Andres has been back a few weeks. As for the rest of it, news to me too.”


“Diego knew. He had to. He didn’t mention it?”


Yolotli reached up to run a hand through his black curls. “He hasn’t been around lately.”


“What does that mean?” Sofia asked.


Yolotli shrugged. “Same old, same old.”


Yolotli was quiet for a beat, blinking slowly while choosing his words.


Sofia waited, watching the emotions shift over Yolotli’s face.


“Your brother and I are having a difference of opinion,” Yolotli replied finally, in a metered tone.


The two men held a few differences of opinion. Like the altar to Santa Muerte that Diego knelt before, competing with the altar for the Virgen de Guadalupe that Yolotli had erected. A difference of ideals that told the story of the two men. One prayed for peace in death. One prayed for peace in life.


“How bad this time?” Sofia asked softly.


Diego’s demons got the better of him at times. When they did, the family would step in, smooth things over until Diego could get right again. But it was Yolotli who bore the brunt of Diego’s inner war.


“It is what it is,” Yolotli replied.


“Got it,” Sofia said, looking away, sensing Yolotli wasn’t in the mood to talk about Diego right now. “Listen, I think we both know I am not the right person for this position.”


Yolotli narrowed his catlike eyes. “She chose you. She had to have a reason.”


Sofia shook her head. “It was probably a screw you to Papi, let’s be honest.”


Yolotli crossed his arms over his chest. “And yet you still don’t believe she was going to leave him for Don Martin.”


Sofia shrugged. “I know it’s what everyone says, but I don’t know what to believe.”


“Andres is here now, you know. You should ask him . . .” Yolotli paused, holding her gaze. “About what happened. It’s probably time.”


Sofia shook her head. “So he can lie?”


“You don’t know that.”


“You’re not taking his side, are you?” Sofia asked, her brow knitting.


Yolotli sighed. “Of course not. It’s just going to be pretty damn hard to work together if you don’t trust him, that’s all I’m saying.”


“Work with him? I’m not staying—”


“What are you going to do then?” Yolotli interrupted. “Because they’re serious. I’m taking you and your father to meet with the lawyer tomorrow to start the changeover.”


Sofia shook her head. “I’m not ready . . . I’m not the right person.”


“You were never going to be ready, but you were always going to end up back here one way or another. You were never going to be able to just forget about your brothers. And you owe it to them to try.”


“Why me?” she asked, glaring at Yolotli now. “The cousins want it; they’ve been after Papi’s seat for years. Hell, Diego wants it, doesn’t he? I know he’s pissed about this, that’s why he wasn’t at dinner.”


“He has his feelings about it.”


“And maybe he’s right.”


Yolotli shook his head. “I don’t know about that. He’s not well right now. The last thing we need is a war, because we won’t win.”


Sofia pushed away from the gate, dust settling across the toes of her black heels. “I can’t do this. If it’s true the family is struggling, I’m not the one to save it. Not like this.”


Yolotli’s nostrils flared. “Do you know how many times I stuck up for you? How many times I tried to convince Diego that you weren’t selfish? That you didn’t abandon them?”


“I didn’t ask you to—”


“I did it because I believed in you and what you were trying to do. And if that’s still true, that you want to change things, here’s your chance.”


She clenched her jaw and looked at the dust on her shoes.


There was a café in London where she’d go with Leo every Saturday morning. They’d huddle in the last booth, the one that got the most sunshine on the days the sun was out. They’d laugh; they’d discuss the state of the world. Politics. Always politics. And Leo, with his big heart and kindness, didn’t understand Mexico. Didn’t understand what was happening, what was allowed to happen, as he phrased it.


And Sofia Torres just shrugged, told him it was the way of things, and swiped the last piece of his toast to change the subject.


Leo didn’t know who she really was, and if he did, he’d be devastated. She’d be one of them, according to him. The nameless, faceless cartels who raped, pillaged, and burned everything to the ground because someone had to be the bad guy. And what was less exciting, what didn’t make the news were the men in suits in America, in Portugal, in Spain, in Germany who let it all happen. They opened the gates.


But Leo was right, she was one of them.


And maybe it was true that she was hiding from who she was, that her excuses had become her reality. But she knew better. Hell would have to freeze over before they let Sofia run the family business the way she wanted. The way her mother had wanted.


“They’ll never let me lead. This is all for show, to say they’re honoring the testamento.”


Before Yolotli could reply, shouting from the garden caught their attention. When Sofia recognized Diego’s voice, she hurried out of the stable and into the garden, pushing past party guests.


She paused as the crowd cleared and she reached her brother.


Diego stood as still as a statue, his gold-plated nine millimeter pointed at Andres’s forehead.


Andres stood ramrod straight, his jaw twitching, his eyes dark, fixed on Diego.


Yolotli caught up to Sofia, pausing behind her.


After assessing the situation, Yolotli whispered behind her, “This is your problem now, fresa.”


He turned then, herding the crowd back toward the house.


“Carajo,” she swore under her breath.


She gave Diego a wide berth, stepping up in front of Andres, facing her brother.


“What the hell are you doing?” she asked Diego, snapping her fingers to get his attention.


Diego kept his eyes on Andres, whom Sofia felt at her back. She pushed down the thought of how different he smelled now. How much else had changed? How much had she missed after all this time?


“Diego, look at me,” she said. “All those men might be afraid of you, but I’m not. Look at me,” she repeated.


Diego glanced down at her, his pupils blown, sweat beading at his hairline. “He killed her.”


Sofia sighed. “We don’t know that.”


“He does,” Diego said, his eyes on Andres again.


“Do you think Papi would have him here if it were true?” she asked, her voice low.


“I know why Pops has him here. It doesn’t change what happened.”


Sofia reached up to gently push her brother’s outstretched hand away from Andres, toward the bushes near them. “Maybe not, hermano, but also maybe this isn’t the time and place to have that conversation.”


Diego finally dropped his arm. “It’s long overdue. You disappeared, sicario, before giving us what belongs to us.”


Andres stepped up next to Sofia. “I’m here now, and I’m not going anywhere, Diego.”


Diego glanced down at Sofia.


“Please,” she said, “you’ll get your closure, just not like this.”


Her brother’s jaw twitched.


He looked up at Andres. “Another night, sicario.”


“I’ll be around,” Andres replied, his voice raspier, deeper than she remembered.


Diego dropped his gaze to look at Sofia. “Ten mucha cuidado,” he warned before raising the muzzle of the gun to his own forehead to wave in salute before heading back toward the house.


Sofia exhaled. “Guess he’s not happy to see you.”


“What gave it away?” Andres asked.


She turned, looking at the flowers behind him, at the night sky, anywhere but his eyes. “I’d give him some space tonight.”


“I can handle your brother,” he replied. “You could have gotten hurt,” he added, softer.


She glanced up, meeting his eyes full force for the first time in years.


The memories hit her like a tsunami.


His smile on a sunny day, his arm around her on a chilly fall afternoon. The te amo he whispered against her temple.


She looked away, her face warming with anger for what they’d lost, for what he stole.


“Yeah, well, maybe I should have let him shoot you.”


“You wouldn’t let anything ruin your father’s party. He trained you better than that.”


Sofia bristled at the bitterness in Andres’s tone. But she knew how to cut too. She headed toward the house, but not before calling over her shoulder, “Like I said, probably best to keep your distance, sicario. We haven’t forgotten.”
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