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        About five years ago

      

      

      

      It begins like every other night of the past ten years: a gun in my hand, a mask on my face, and a name on my lips. This is how it’s been since I did my time in prison, proving enough loyalty to my employer that he bumped me up from low-level dealer to the guy who “takes care” of problems. Now I’m a killer, not dealing in the slow death of drugs, but in the fast, messy death of bullets. What would my mother think if she saw me now? She probably wouldn’t be surprised. She knew no son of my deadbeat father could ever become a good man, even before the fucker finally went too far and beat her to death. This is the life I was destined for, the prison of circumstance that I’ll only escape through death.

      The car pulls to a stop down the block from the club in Buckhead, a shiny place that probably charges a cover two or three times the entire contents of my wallet. That’s the price of bottomless champagne and high class ass. Waste of money. In the dark, all booze gets you drunk the same, and all girls get you off the same, no matter how much you pay.

      We wait, two, maybe three hours. That’s almost the worst part of the job. Not pulling the trigger and watching brain matter paint the asphalt, not listening to mothers sob and grown men beg for their lives. No, it’s the waiting, the silence, and the darkness that threaten to swallow me whole. Sometimes, I wonder how much more of this I can take. But the survival instinct in me burns fierce, and the reality is I could take a dozen lifetimes of this hell, if that’s what keeps me alive. I gave up drawing lines for myself a long time ago. There aren’t many left I won’t cross.

      There. Movement, in the back alley behind the club. A young man, dark hair and a no-nonsense suit that looks wholly out of place under the flashing neon lights, and a girl, a couple inches shorter than him in her stilettos and stumbling like she drank the whole bar. That must be them, the Palacios siblings. These two are the billionaire heirs to the most profitable coffee company in the country, which also doubles as a front for importing my boss’s product—or it did, until one of them tried to cut us off. They’re unlike anyone I’ve found myself sent after before, not the usual low-level dealer caught skimming from the supply, or hooker-slash-mule running her mouth about escape. They’ll be easier to kill, though. Rich assholes never see it coming.

      “Pull up,” I tell the driver, tugging the ski mask down over my features. They’ll both die eventually, but only one is on my list for tonight. I can’t afford to let the survivor see my face. Rich assholes also don’t know not to snitch.

      We pull up with a screech, blocking the alley off, leaving no room for escape. I jump out of the car at full speed, gun up, safety off. They see me instantly. The guy pulls the girl back behind him fast, like a good big brother, but she doesn’t scream, doesn’t even react. She’s off her ass on something, eyes as big as saucers. And in a moment, one fucking moment, I get sucked right in. She’s stunning, even like this, drunk and high and terrified. Her dark hair falls in cascading waves down her back, and the lashes framing her warm brown eyes are a mile long. That skin-tight silver dress puts every curve on display, pushing her cleavage up to perfectly frame the giant diamond and emerald necklace she flaunts, but a girl like this would be gorgeous even dressed in a potato sack. And those eyes, those bottomless eyes. I fall into them like I’m tripping over a cliff. I’ll spend the rest of my life waiting for the rush of the fall to end, leaving me shattered in a thousand pieces. This girl will be the death of me, and it’ll be a beautiful, delectable death.

      I can’t kill her.

      I have to kill her.

      “Do you want money?” the man is asking, a foolish attempt to put off the inevitable. He knows this isn’t about money. When you’ve pissed off a cocaine kingpin as badly as he has, you know exactly what’s coming to you, sooner or later. “I’ll give you my wallet—”

      “Shut up and hand it over,” I say, lifting my gun a bit higher, aiming at his head. Asking for the money is a waste of my time and his, but it’s a perfect excuse to stall. My eyes dart back to the girl. Selina Palacios. My target. She should be dead by now. I’m under orders to kill her and let her brother know that he’s next if he doesn’t open channels back up for my boss. Maybe he would, maybe he wouldn’t. It doesn’t matter. He’d be dead in a week or two anyway. You don’t get to defy El Sombrerón and live.

      The guy is handing over his wallet, and I stuff it into my pocket. It’s a useless piece of evidence I’ll have to dispose of later, but I need more time. I wave my gun back towards Selina. “Hers too.”

      She’s still frozen, stunned. She doesn’t have her brother’s survival instinct, at least not when she’s this messed up. He grabs the small purse off her arm and hands it over. I still don’t know what I’m going to do. I can’t kill this girl. Why can’t I kill this girl?

      “The necklace, too.”

      It’s her eyes. They could be any size, color, or shape, that doesn’t matter. It’s what I see in them. Under the haze of the booze and drugs, under the fear. It’s innocence. She doesn’t deserve to die for her parents’ mistakes, for her brother’s foolish attempts to undo them. But why should that matter to me? I’ve had to kill innocents before. Collateral damage runs rampant in my line of business. No, it’s not that. It’s the fact that just under that thin mask of innocence, I perceive a darkness, something embedded so deep into her core that even though she hasn’t embraced it yet, it’s so clear to me, so visible. It calls to me, dances with the darkness that lives on my surface. She could be like me, if I let her. If I made her. In another world, one where I’m not obligated to kill her, she could belong to me.

      “Selina, please, just give him the fucking necklace,” her brother is begging, and still, she doesn’t move, doesn’t flinch. Her eyes are still glued on me, like she can’t force herself to look away, and I, I can’t either. It’s as if there’s a physical pull between us, something that we could have gone our whole lives without knowing about, but now that our paths have crossed the bind is too strong to break. I’m caught in her magnetic field, and she’s pushing against the barriers of mine.

      “Please don’t.”

      She speaks for the first time, a tiny, croaking plea. She feels it too. She’s begging me to let her go, to sever the dark connection that will destroy us both, but I can’t. I know what I have to do now. Tonight, and every day after, for as long as I live, I must do everything in my power to protect Selina Palacios.

      I have to save her life, and in doing so, destroy it completely.

      That’s why I rip the diamond off her slender neck, turn the barrel of my gun back toward her brother, and pull the trigger.

      She does scream this time, a sharp and piercing wail. She falls as he does, collapsing into one body on the wet asphalt. I can’t stay to watch him bleed out, can’t stay to watch her lose what’s left of her innocence. The next time I see her, she’ll be a little more broken, darker. That’s alright. She’ll need that darkness to survive me.

      I force myself to keep my eyes to the front as we drive away, tires squealing nearly loud enough to drown out her hysterical sobs. If I turn to look at her even one more time, I’ll give myself away. If anyone ever finds out that I saved her life intentionally, I’ll never see her again.

      I’ll tell my employer that her brother jumped in front of the bullet at the last moment. Brothers do shit like that. It’s dark, the driver couldn’t have seen enough to say otherwise. And with the meddlesome Palacios heir out of the way, our avenues into the country will open up again. Everyone wins. I’ll still get a beating or two for fucking up the job, but I’ll take them gladly. And then eventually, I don’t know how and I don’t know when, I’ll see Selina again. I’ll upturn my entire life to make her mine.

      I will take her, and break her, and make her into someone that can exist in my fucked up world. Because now that I’ve found her, I know I can’t live without her.
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      Sometimes I feel that all that’s left of me are my losses. That I’m made entirely of the things that have been taken from me.

      Mom.

      Dad.

      Max.

      Myself.

      I stand utterly frozen as the judge walks us through the paperwork, afraid that any false move on my part will trigger further repercussions from my captor, the man standing beside me, the man who is about to become my husband.

      “Usually I don’t do these so last minute, but when the mayor calls in a favor, well,” Judge Jones completes the statement with a little shrug, eyeing us over. The mayor? I risk a sideways glance at Vega. Is this how he finagled this? How does he know Mayor Conrad? How could he have forced the mayor’s hand like this?

      “It’s much appreciated,” Vega says, twining an arm around my waist to pull me closer. It’s a possessive motion, control disguised as affection, but the judge smiles at it blindly. Vega sinks his fingers deep into my side, hard enough to hurt, and I force a smile, too. We’re the portrait of a happy couple, so in love that we couldn’t wait a moment longer to bind our lives together for eternity.

      The judge hands over the marriage contract, and Vega signs his name first, then passes the pen to me. I stare down at the ballpoint pen in my hand for a moment too long. Is this it? This ink-filled bit of plastic is what irrevocably changes my life?

      “Selina?” Vega asks softly, laying a hand on my elbow. I nod almost imperceptibly. I’m not backing out. I know what I have to do and why I have to do it. This is to save myself, my family’s legacy, and Kate, my nanny-turned-housekeeper, still somewhere in Vega’s clutches. I just wish I didn’t have to sell my soul to save my life.

      I scrawl my signature on the line, with its swooping S and the tall P. What if he wants me to change my name, too? I don’t know if I can bear to lose my surname, the eight letters that have bound me to my dead parents long after anything else will. I shake the thought out of my mind for now, accepting the judge’s congratulatory handshake with a tight smile. And just like that, I’m married to the man who kidnapped me, a cold-blooded killer in sheep’s clothing.

      When we exit the courthouse, Vega doesn’t take us back to the car. Instead, he guides us to a coffee shop down the street. He orders two black coffees, then leads me to a small table near the back. I wrap my hands around the oversized mug, feeling a little bit like a kid in the principal’s office, about to get lectured. Aside from the conversation last night that ended in a proposal, we still haven’t talked about what happened yesterday. I know he’s furious at me for a thousand reasons, and as much as I dread his violence, this controlled fury scares me even more. I wish he would just get it over with.

      “This, you and me, doesn’t have to be the way it’s been,” Vega begins, elbows resting easily on the edge of the table, as if we’re normal people having a normal conversation. As if we didn’t just get married less than ten minutes ago. As if my whole life doesn’t rest in his palms, ready to be crushed the moment I push his patience too far. “The threats, the blackmail, the violence. Everything is different now, Selina. You’re different, we’re different. You know why I’m here, why I have to do this. You know there’s nothing you can do to get rid of me, so I’m giving you a chance to fight with me instead of against me. Things can change, if you want them to.”

      “Since when do you care what I want?” I spit, leaning back in my chair, my body forcing as much distance between myself and my now-husband as it can. “Just because you forced—literally, forced—me to marry you, doesn’t mean anything has changed.”

      “Not yet, but it can,” he goes on, ignoring my jab. “Selina, listen to me. This can be a partnership now, if you learn to behave.”

      “Oh, it can be a partnership, as long as I keep doing everything you tell me to?” I scoff, my hand bringing a sip of coffee up to my lips on autopilot. It’s too hot, and a little burnt. “Let’s stick to the threats and save the pretense.”

      “Princesa, put the fucking attitude away and listen,” Vega says in a low growl, reaching across the tiny table and grabbing my hand. On any other newlywed couple, it might be a sweet, romantic motion. Here, he pins my hand down and squeezes it too hard, forcing me to look at him. “We want the same things now.”

      “Oh, you want me to be free of you, too?” I spit, and something dark flashes in his eyes, his grip on my hand growing impossibly tighter. He’s regretting his decision to have this conversation in a public place, I can see that much written all over his face. My body flashes hot at the thought of what he’s stopping himself from doing to me, what punishments a man like him would inflict in private. It’s the terror, I tell myself. It has to be. Because it would be insane to be flooded with desire at such an idea.

      “Alright, maybe we don’t want exactly the same things,” he admits, releasing my hand and leaning back in his seat. It’s a casual move, but new fear trickles through me. My captor is at his most dangerous when he is calm and collected. “But I can get us both to where we’re trying to go. And my way is the only way we both get away from El Sombrerón alive.”

      Fuck. Caught up in my own trauma and the hideous knot that my family history has turned out to be, I’d almost forgotten about the biggest threat out there: the drug kingpin who already killed my brother and now wants my captor-slash-husband dead, and who won’t hesitate to kill me in the process. Compared to that monster, Vega is a saint. I shift in my seat. How does the saying go? The enemy of my enemy is my, well, certainly not my friend, but he might be my only hope of survival.

      “What are you saying?” I ask, forcing myself to look Vega in the eye, swallowing back my instinct to keep fighting him.

      “Café Palacios,” Vega says, and my heart sinks a little more. “You make me the new CEO, and I swear to you, your family’s legacy won’t serve as a drug front for a second longer than necessary.”

      Sure, it’s not like I’d had an active role in the family business at any point in my life, but that doesn’t mean I’m eager to hand the reins over to the criminal I’m now legally bound to for life. But, as far as I can tell, there’s no one else crazy enough to go against El Sombrerón. Not even me, if I’m being perfectly honest. Not without help from Vega, anyway.

      “You’re a criminal,” I remind him. “How is making a known felon the public head of my company any better?”

      “Not so known anymore,” he says, with a tiny self-satisfied smirk. “You’re the last person who will ever see those police files. My rap sheet, criminal record, it’s all gone now.”

      “What else?” I ask after a moment, giving him no reaction to his first request—a request we both know will become a command if I don’t acquiesce the first time around. I don’t ask him how his criminal record might have gone missing overnight. I’m guessing it’s the same way he got a judge to marry us in less than 24 hours.

      “The wedding,” he goes on, and my palms begin to sweat. “We do it big, just like I told you. And you play along every step of the way.”

      “What do I get out of that one?” I ask, jutting my chin out in a show of bravado I don’t truly feel.

      Something hot flashes in his eyes and for a moment, I’m afraid he’ll say something sexual, remind me of the one night we spent together, that one dirty, depraved, bloody night in my bathroom. My skin is already blushing pink, but he doesn’t bring it up.

      “Protection,” he says, taking a sip of his own coffee. “You’re on a lot of radars now, Selina, dangerous, deadly radars, and you clearly don’t have the security you’ll need to protect yourself from these threats on your own.”

      What he’s not saying is that I’m only on those radars because of him, and that we only know how weak my security is because of how easily he took me. Well, how weak my security was. My security is all dead now, and that one’s because of me.

      “You need me alive more than I need myself alive,” I point out, and it sounds darker coming out of my mouth than I meant it to. Neither of us acknowledges it, though.

      “It’s up to you, Selina,” Vega says, ignoring what doesn’t serve him, as usual. “We can go back to the way things were, where you’re in the dark, following orders, living from threat to threat. Or we try something new, where you can be a part of things, working with us because you want to, because you know it’s what’s best for you. This marriage is a sham, we both know that, but this partnership can be something real. Consider it your first wedding gift.”

      I roll my eyes at him, and busy myself with another long pull of coffee while I roll his offer around in my head. This partnership, while perhaps an abnormally kind gesture, will be about as real as this marriage and we both know it. Sure, he might bring me in on his plans a bit more, let me chime in here or there, but there’s no world in which I ever get to be his equal. But maybe a partnership in name only would still be better than the life I’ve been caught in the past few months, blind to the circumstances that brought my captors to me. My whole life I’ve been blind to the way my family fortune came to be. Even if it’s just pretend, I want to be an active participant in my life for fucking once. And maybe, just maybe, I can get a little something out of it, too.

      “Okay,” I say, and I watch Vega’s shoulders loosen just a touch. “But there’s one more thing I want.”
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      I was never supposed to end up here. The odds were stacked against me every step of the way. I came from the wrong country, wrong neighborhood, wrong family. I have the wrong skin color, no formal education, and too many tattoos. I should have ended up back in prison a long time ago, or left on the side of the road with a bullet in my head. Neither nurture nor nature could ever have brought me here, and fate would never allow this. No, this I did for myself. I fought and clawed my way here, taking what was never supposed to be mine. That’s the only way to get what you want: to steal it, to force it. And once you have it, well, you better be willing to die for it.

      “Sir, can I get you some coffee?”

      I turn away from the giant windows overlooking the heart of Atlanta, trying not to look too annoyed with the assistant standing in the doorway of the office. My assistant, my office, my company. Soon, my Atlanta.

      “Sure. Black, no sugar. Thanks, Annie.”

      The curvy woman nods and scurries away. She’s afraid of me. That’s fine. If her speedy hire was any indication, her replacement will be just as easy to find. The previous assistant left us in a bit of a bind when she up and moved to Seattle overnight, but who could blame her? Her former boss had just been shot in the head, murdered a few feet down the hall from her desk. That, and some generous stranger offered her more money than she could refuse to leave the city and never return. Or maybe she’s dead now, too. I don’t know. With my hands full of Selina and Café Palacios, I handed the task of taking care of witnesses over to Miel, and I trust her judgment too much to bother following up. All I know is that Annie is my assistant now, and I’m getting the feeling I might have to learn a new assistant’s name sooner rather than later.

      I sit down at the desk and pick a business card off the stack that came in this morning. Javier Vega, CEO. It still reads like a joke, even to me. This was always part of the long-term plan, but it wasn’t supposed to happen so damn soon. But an opportunity presented itself, a silver lining to the havoc brought on by Selina’s ill-fated escape attempt. I’d spent years perfecting my plan, every detail and every deadline, but that night I improvised. So far, it’s paid off. Now I’m Selina’s husband and the usurper to her family’s throne. Soon enough, we’ll be striking my enemy in the way that will hurt him the most. It’ll be the ultimate power play, one that will force him to recognize me as a very real threat, not just some underling gone rogue, annoying but easy to exterminate. And if it benefits Selina too, gives her a reason to see me as an ally rather than an enemy, well, so be it.

      I flick the crisp business card into the air, watching it spin across the room. In due time, that could be a bullet, spiraling directly into my enemy’s heart. Right now, though, my greatest weapon is this leather throne I’m sitting on, and the power it gives me.

      It will only take a quick phone call to cut off El Sombrerón’s supply. The real trouble comes after. Despite the former CEO’s death, shipments have continued as normal, and as such our enemy has taken no notice of the change in command here at Café Palacios. But once we pull the plug, it will be a matter of days until he finds out, maybe less. My stomach twists in a way I haven’t felt in a very long time. Fear? Terror. If he wanted me dead before, well, now I won’t be so lucky. He’ll flay me alive, and god knows what he’ll do to Miel. She’ll kill me herself once she finds out what I’m planning to do. But it’ll be too late then. We do our best work under pressure, anyway. Especially when the pressure is life or death.

      And what of Selina? Whether he thinks she’s the one behind the cut-off, or realizes she’s associating with me, her fate will be sealed. Bile rises in my throat at the thought of what he might do to her, and I force the images out of my head. There was a time when all he wanted was a bullet to her heart. That will no longer suffice. I protected her from him once, and I’ll do it again, and again, and again. I can’t risk coming into that situation unprepared, though. Not when her life is on the line. When we deal the first blow, cut off the kingpin’s greatest supply once and for all, I have to be one thousand percent ready to deal with the consequences. If I lose Selina in my attempt to keep her, this will all have been for naught. He’ll find out about Selina sooner rather than later, as soon as our marriage becomes public knowledge. I’ll just have to make the most out of the time I’ve got left. Besides, there’s plenty else to keep me busy.

      Annie brings me my coffee and I thank her with a smile. I take a sip. Damn it, that bitch put sugar in. I set the mug aside with a grimace and focus back on my laptop. Café Palacios’s profits are going to tank once we lose the cut from the cocaine trafficking, that much is certain. Thankfully, our intel from Isla del Rey has been paying off in a big way. Having the mayor in our pocket has already proven to be infinitely useful, and we still have a dozen other names on her list. The income from our other business, what Miel calls extortion and I call rich assholes’ comeuppance, will make up for our losses, and then some. Not to mention the political capital of it all. When we bring the war to my former employer, we’ll need as much power as we can get.

      While I’m thinking about it, I text Miel asking for an update on our latest target. She’s still in the shithouse in my book, but I can’t afford to bench her right now, not when everything is coming to a head. Besides, all she really did was give Selina information she would have learned eventually. Miel didn’t know our captive princess was about to uncover our own past with El Sombrerón. My stomach twists again, newly unsettled. The police have nothing connecting me to the murder of Max Palacios. There’s no way Selina will be able to piece the truth together. Even so, the fact that she has even a single puzzle piece makes me newly anxious. What I did was unforgivable, no matter my intentions. She’ll never understand.

      My eyes flick to a framed photo on the wall, one of Selina a few years ago, shortly after I laid eyes on her for the first time. I can’t escape those haunted eyes. She stains my whole life, just as she has my mind since that day. I live in her home, work at her company, keep her under my thumb. She’s bound to me, as legally mine now as she was illegally for months. I’ve never been able to escape her, and now, she’ll never escape me again. The memory of her betrayal is still a fresh wound. I would never hurt my pretty captive, but my fists still curl at the thought of her running from me. Forcing her to marry me will have to be punishment enough, as much as I hated playing that card in such a way.

      I’m not a child. I don’t believe in the romance of marriage, never have. The memories of my father beating my mother bloody, breaking her bones over trivial bullshit, made that impossible from a very young age. Still, some small part of me wishes I’d been able to take Selina to the altar of her own volition, not at near literal gunpoint. That’s why I had given us so much time to build up to the marriage, time for her to come to me willingly, time for her to realize that the darkness in her matches the darkness in me. A fantasy, I realize now. It doesn’t matter anymore. Not when there’s a war to prepare for, a war that threatens us both. I will protect Selina Palacios, even as she fights me every step of the way. I will give to her, too. I meant what I promised her, a new partnership. As long as she holds up her end of the bargain, and as long as she understands that she will never again know a life without me. It’s for her own good, though she may never admit it. In time, I will bring Café Palacios into the light for her, and I’ll bring Selina Palacios into the darkness for myself. It’s where she’s always belonged, anyway.

      My phone buzzes, a text from H.

      We have her.

      One more gift for my new wife. Not that she’ll ever thank me. I smile anyway. It doesn’t matter. I’ve always liked my women with a little bite.

      On my way, I text back.
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      “Kate!” I run down the hallway and throw my arms around the woman I’ve known my whole life, now smaller and frailer than ever. I want to ask how she is, how they’ve been treating her, but with Brock and Hernando looming over us, I swallow back the questions and focus on this moment instead. “Kate, I missed you so much.”

      She returns my hug easily, and up against me, her arms don’t feel weak, and her body doesn’t seem emaciated. Wherever they were keeping her, she must have at least been well fed.

      “Selina, I was so worried about you,” Kate says, pulling away and looking me up and down. She must be thinking the same thing, must not have known that while she was chained up in some dank hole, I was still living my same privileged life, albeit with a few more chores. “I knew they must be using me to ask a ransom of you, or something worse. Thank god your new men found me when they did, or who knows what would have happened to me. Eddie and Alan, oh…”

      She comes in for another hug, eyes misting at the thought of my old bodyguards, dead at my hand, though she must not know that if she’s so thrilled to see me. Wait. Did she just say, thank god Brock and Hernando found her?

      “She never saw her captors’ faces, can you believe that?” Vega says, apparating behind me and slinging an arm around my shoulder. It still makes my heart jump, the casual way he touches me. Like I’m just another stolen object that now belongs to him. “The ordeal Kate’s been through is unbelievable. We’re lucky she’s here with us today.”

      “Who’s this?” Kate asks, shrinking away slightly. Vega has on a pleasant face and a shirt that covers most of his tattoos, but there’s still something dark and violent that emanates from him, something no amount of smiles and money can hide. Kate can sense that just as much as I could when I first met him.

      “Selina’s new husband,” Vega says, and Kate’s gaze darts to my left hand. I instinctively curl it, trying to hide the shameful eight-carat truth it bears. What game is Vega playing now? When I asked for Kate back, I didn’t ask for details on how he might pull off such a feat. Is it really going to be this easy for him? Will Kate enter the ranks of all those who don’t know the reality of what my new husband has put me through? Is she now one more person I’ll have to lie to? It will be harder with her, the woman who basically raised me. Even through my worst times, at least I could always be honest with her. “Selina came to me with your plight, and of course I set my men to work on your rescue straight away. Are you alright? Should we get you a doctor, a therapist?”

      “No, thank you. Thank you,” Kate says, still looking back and forth between me and our captor, the man she now regards as her savior. There’s a small furrow on her forehead. She senses something is off, doesn’t quite know how to react to this moment. Besides, she’s probably traumatized from the experience, as well fed as she might have been. It will take her time to adjust to being safe and back home. Well, relatively safe.

      “You must be exhausted, you should get some rest,” I begin, but I’m interrupted by Vega.

      “Were you mistreated?” He asks, staring the older woman down. “Hurt in any way?”

      “No, not really,” Kate says, pulling her faded cardigan tighter around her body. “Eddie and Alan took the brunt of it, god rest their souls. But other than that first horrible night, I was treated quite well. They kept me fed, well rested, even gave me books to read to entertain myself. Isn’t that odd? If it weren’t for the guns and masks, it could have been a vacation. Oh, is that horrible to say?”

      “Not at all,” Vega says, squeezing my shoulders tighter. His touch says, See? I’m not the villain you think I am. “We’re all so lucky you’re unharmed. I can only hope they catch the guys that did this to you soon. For now, Selina is right, you need your rest. Brock, take her to her old room. Everything should be ready for you, Kate.”

      “Thank you,” Kate says, giving me one more quick hug before she goes. As soon as she’s out of earshot, I spin on my heels to face Vega.

      “What the fuck?” I spit out, keeping my voice at a low hiss. “How can you lie to her like that? It’s evil, pretending to be the hero in her story after everything you did to her.”

      “I meant everything I said,” he says, raising a patient brow at me. “Well, except for the part about wanting us to get caught. But you should be pleased, princesa. You have your housekeeper back, and this little omission of facts will spare her further trauma. Just let it be.”

      Oh, so I’m the only one who gets the pleasure of having to live with this knowledge? I bite back every horrible thing I want to say to him, because on some level, he’s right. It probably is better for Kate this way. The way I have to live, knowing that my housemates, my husband, are the cause of my new circumstances, is a nightmare I wouldn’t wish on anyone else. I know he expects me to be grateful, to say thank you, but I will at least refuse him that. I march out of the room, not realizing until I’m halfway down the hall that my fists are balled so tight, my nails are cutting crescent-shaped marks into my palms.
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      The “rescue” of Selina’s old nanny went off without a hitch. Brock and H aren’t winning any awards for their acting, but luckily, Kate Pai is as naive as they come. And if she ever starts causing trouble, well, heart attacks aren’t uncommon in people her age, and they’re also not difficult to fake. I can be generous, but I’m no saint. There are no lines I won’t cross to protect me and what’s mine. Still, I hope it won’t come to that. My princesa has been through enough.

      I’m reminded of that every night, once the screaming begins.

      Ever since the night of Selina’s escape attempt—and of my proposal—she’s been having these nightmares. I can’t blame her, not after she saw a man’s brains paint the walls of what is now my office. She needed to witness that, though. She had to understand the realities of her new life once and for all. And now, her haunting cries serve as a nightly reminder that no matter how expensive my suits are, or what my business cards say, I will never be anything but a monster. It’s what I was born and bred to be. Perhaps it’s a side of myself I should be ashamed of, but I’m not. It’s how I got this throne, how I got Selina, and how I will get my freedom once and for all.

      So why do her pathetic whimperings in the night keep me up long after she’s finally fallen silent again?

      I’ve had enough. A bizarre sense of self-righteous fury carries me to her bedroom door. It makes no sense to be upset with her for being unable to control her mind’s response to trauma, but there is no world in which I accept the fact that this anger I feel might be directed at myself, at my own blame in this situation.

      I can hear her crying softly through the oak door, the one I broke open months ago for very different reasons. I knock on the door, firmly but not violently. No response. She must be so deep in the nightmare that she can’t hear me. I try the knob, prepared to kick my way past the lock again, but it opens easily for me. She must have given up on even the facade of privacy.

      I let myself in, approaching the girl on the bed. She’s twisting in the sheets, face pale and sweaty, tiny moans emerging from slightly parted lips. Fuck. I really am the devil, for what this image is doing in my head, and between my legs. I’ve crossed a lot of lines with my pretty captive, but standing over her as she sleeps feels like a new one. And crawling into bed with her? We’re leaving that line far behind right now, too.

      I don’t know how to stop her misery, but I’m pretty sure you’re not supposed to wake someone from a nightmare. I can’t just stand by and let her cry for yet another night, though. Maybe it’s an animal instinct to protect what is mine, even if the enemy is purely mental. Maybe I’m just grasping for an excuse to do what I’ve been craving for years.

      So I wrap her up in my arms, keeping the covers between us. It’s not because I’m trying to be a gentleman, but rather the opposite. As is, it’s a struggle to keep my raging hard-on at bay even with layers of silk and linen between us. If her lithe body was directly against my flesh, nothing but that damn lace nightie of hers and my boxers between us, well, there would be no controlling myself.

      Selina stirs a bit at my touch, but settles into my grip easily. In a few minutes her breathing begins to even out, and soon she is back in a silent sleep, her unconscious body nestling further into mine.

      And so, years after claiming her, months after taking her, and days after marrying her, I spend the night with Selina Palacios for the very first time.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          [image: 1 - Selina]
        

      
      

      I wake up feeling safer than I have in months.

      Safer, warmer, and thoroughly suspicious. Is it possible to feel protected and uneasy at the same time?

      My eyes blink open slowly, but it takes me a beat longer than it should to realize what is happening. When I recognize the feeling of thick, masculine arms around me, I jolt fully awake, jerking away from the unfamiliar grasp.

      “Princesa,” Vega groans, still half asleep, the only way I could slip past those solid biceps.

      “What are you doing in my bed?” I say, voice laden with accusation, but what I really want to know is how I could not have noticed until now. How long have I been wrapped up in his arms? Has this happened before, and I just haven’t ever woken up in time to catch him? Is it possible that he could have done something to me in the night without waking me? But no, I don’t feel anything unusual between my legs as I sit, grabbing the sheets up around me in a belated attempt at modesty. Well, I don’t feel anything but the warmth that floods my center now, a natural reaction to the sight of the supremely fit shirtless man in my bed. My body doesn’t care what our history is, what he has done to my mind and soul. It only remembers the way he made me cum in the bathroom that night.

      “You were having a nightmare,” Vega mumbles, slinging an arm over his eyes as if to shield himself from the sunlight flooding the room. His voice is thick with sleep, and like this, with his hair falling into his face and all those lethal muscles relaxed, he looks more boyish than a predator like him ever should. It’s almost… cute?

      “That explains nothing,” I say, climbing out of bed, still wrapped up in silk sheets. It’s not like he hasn’t seen me in my nightie, on that first night they took over my home. Hell, this man has been inside me. I can’t explain why I suddenly feel shy, but his uninvited presence in my bed has turned me into a stammering school girl. “I’ve had nightmares for half a decade. I can survive them without you sneaking into my fucking bed like some kind of pervert.”

      “Can you, princess?” Vega asks, and suddenly his voice isn’t soft and sleepy anymore, it’s sultry and demanding. I turn to look at him, and he’s propped up on his elbow in my bed, covers dipping dangerously low on his hips. Why can’t I stop willing the covers to fall away completely? Why can’t I stop remembering how good his arms felt around me? “Because you shut up pretty damn quick last night, after I took you into my arms.”

      I say nothing, turning away again. I scamper into my walk-in closet, where I pull on a pair of leggings and a t-shirt as fast as I can.

      “Can you please leave me alone?” I ask, when I find him still lounging in bed upon my I return. I know better than to make demands of my jailer, my blackmailer, my husband, but I don’t know how to convince my mouth of that.

      “I think your body knows what your mind refuses to acknowledge,” Vega goes on, ignoring my request. I try to look away, but I’m captive to the intensity in his eyes, to the way he strips me down to my very core with nothing but a look. “That you belong to me.”

      “My mind knows that all too well, thank you very much,” I snap, whipping my left hand up as evidence. The diamond he gave me the night of my catastrophically failed escape attempt weighs heavy on my finger, not so much a ring as a very expensive shackle. “That doesn’t mean you get to sneak into my bed when I’m sleeping.”

      “Would you prefer that I come into your bed when you’re awake?” Vega says. We are relentless forces, the both of us, hail against pavement. I shatter against him every time, no matter how much speed I pick up along the way. “I know you think about it, too, Selina. When you cry out at night, it’s not always a nightmare that haunts you.”

      I turn away to hide my blush, pretending to focus on brushing my hair up into a ponytail. I’ve always been convinced that at least he didn’t have cameras in my bedroom, but what if he does? How else could he know of the nights I spend lulling myself to sleep with a vibrator and a memory? Of course, there is also the fact that he said he knows I think about that night, too. But that thought only causes more anxiety.

      “Fuck off, Vega,” I say, bravado exacerbated by the fact that he’s still tucked away in bed, too far to reach me with a punishing grasp for such a remark. “You’ve already won. You got my money, my legacy, my life. What more do you want from me?”

      Then I walk out of my bedroom, the last safe haven I had in this house, now corrupted, before he has a chance to respond to that question. I know that I won’t like the answer.
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      I force the memory of waking in my captor’s arms out of my head and get to work. Now that I’m to be married—or rather, already married—my workload has seemingly doubled. Mother always said that marriage was a chore, but I’m not sure if this was what she meant. On top of my usual tasks, taking care of the house and feeding my wardens, I now am expected to plan the wedding I have no desire to be a part of. Vega really should have planned it himself, considering that he’s the one with all the opinions. He wants it at the Cathedral of St. Phillips, and the reception at the Biltmore ballrooms. He has no family or friends to invite, but does provide a long list of Atlanta’s elite that he wishes to see there. His most confusing request is more of a demand: the wedding needs to be front page news, getting us as much press as possible. It was less than a month ago that a blurry photo of him getting out to the public sent this man and his team into overdrive. Now, he is asking for the publicity? Every time I think I’ve learned the rules, he changes the game. It’s enough to drive a girl crazy—assuming she was somehow still sane after the kidnapping, murders, and blackmail proposal, anyway. I’m not sure I am, especially considering the way my heart sped up and my panties dampened at Javier’s touch this morning.

      It should be of no surprise that my desires are twisted, nonsensical even to me. I started with daddy issues and picked up quite a bit more baggage along the way. Still, there’s no explanation for the way I feel now, no matter how deep a shrink might dig. It’s dark, and sick, and something I would rather forget about. Waking up in Javier’s arms makes that task difficult.

      “Selina, what are you doing?”

      I glance up from the pot I was scrubbing to find Kate standing behind me. In all the drama of this morning, I’d forgotten about her return. My belly bubbles first with excitement and relief, then with worry. I’m happy she’s back, of course, but now I have to live in a whole new dimension of lies.

      “I thought that other woman was your new housekeeper,” Kate is saying, brow furrowed. “With the crazy hair.”

      I almost laugh at the thought of Miel cleaning up messes instead of making them, but focus on scrambling for an explanation. To Kate, the sight of me doing dishes is as absurd as the action once was to me.

      “Um, no,” I say, setting the half-done pot down and grabbing a dish towel to dry my hands. “She’s one of Ve— one of Javier’s people. I… I didn’t have the heart to find a replacement for you, so I’ve just been doing all that shi— all that stuff myself now.”

      Kate tsks, just like my mother would have if she’d caught me doing the maid’s job, and elbows me out of the way, reaching for the scrub brush herself. I let her, unsure of how else to react.

      “Nonsense,” Kate says. “Girls like you don’t do dishes. Keep those hands soft and pretty or you’ll never find… well, I guess you already found yourself a husband, but now you have to keep him. Sometimes, that’s the hardest part.”

      I shift uncomfortably. She wants me to explain, wants to understand the new dynamic she’s walked into. She was only gone for a couple months and now everything has changed. I wonder, if I was married to a rich white man, with no markings on his skin and the easy posture of privilege, would she have the same doubts that are so clearly written all over her face now?

      “You shouldn’t be doing that,” I say instead of answering the unvoiced question, reaching meekly for the sink. “You need your rest. I know you said you’re fine, but we should get you checked out by a doctor, and maybe—”

      “Nonsense,” Kate repeats, using the stern voice she used to reserve for when I’d come home high or wasted. “I’m fine. I can do my job. I’m sure you have other things to tend to.”

      I almost scoff out of habit at the thought of having “things to tend to,” but then I remember that for once, it’s true. I have a whole damn wedding to plan, and as much as I wish I could put off this conversation forever, this is my chance to tell Kate everything, or at least, a safe version of everything.

      “Yeah,” I begin. “I do have a lot to do, wedding planning and all.”

      Kate hesitates, then sets the pot on the drying rack and reaches for the next dish. “I noticed you’re only wearing an engagement ring, but that man said you were already married.”

      I cringe at the way she hits “that man,” like it’s a dirty spot on the street she’s trying to step around.

      “His name is Javier, Javier Vega. We are technically married, in terms of signing paperwork and all that. We just… couldn’t wait, I guess. But the formal wedding isn’t until December. Also, we haven’t told anyone other than his people, and you now. Nobody else even knows we’re engaged yet.”

      I know what she’s thinking, because I hear it all as I say the words. So rushed, so secretive. This marriage has soft, rotten spots everywhere you press, and we haven’t even been married a week yet.

      “How did you meet him?” Kate asks carefully. “This Javier Vega?”

      Fuck. There’s no logical reason for us to have met at all, outside of the truth, which is off limits and certainly illogical. There is no part of my old life that would have led me to him, although in retrospect, we were always closer than I ever could have known. The same poison that birthed me with a silver spoon forced him into a life in chains.

      “Kate, look at me,” I say, deciding that the easiest way to answer the question is to swerve around it, and that the best lies are always born from truths. “I know what you’re thinking. I know you think Javier isn’t a good man, that you can tell he isn’t from the same circles as I am. That’s true. He has a past, and he’s more dangerous than you could ever know. But he… I… We need him, we both do. My parents lied, Kate, and Max did too. They got us into trouble, big trouble with men a thousand times more criminal than my husband. Javier is the only one who can get us out of that mess, and he’s the only one who can protect us from the fallout. I mean, look, he already brought you back to me. No one else could have done that.”

      No one else could have done that, because Vega was the one who took her in the first place. I swallow back that fact as Kate considers this, then nods curtly. She doesn’t ask how that led to me marrying the man. In my world, the world she exists in but isn’t quite part of, women don’t marry men for love. They marry men who can provide what they need, be it money and power, like Isla, or rebellion and excitement, like my mother, or guns and protection. Like me.

      “You have to trust me,” I say, grabbing Kate’s damp hand and forcing her to meet my eye. “Trust me by trusting him. He is a good man, and we need him.”

      Kate gives me another nod, then turns back to her dishes. That’s it. Regardless of if she truly trusts me, which is doubtful, and fair, given my track history, she’s done pressing the issue. I gave her an order, after all, whether I meant it that way or not. I sigh and turn around, freezing with my palms on the edge of the counter, ass not quite leaning against the marble. Vega is standing in the doorway, hands in the pockets of his jeans, head cocked, a corner of his mouth lifted. He heard. Maybe not everything, but he heard enough. He thinks this means something, that I wasn’t just saying words to keep Kate off our case. He holds my gaze for a long moment, long enough for me to deny him. But I don’t. I just keep my eyes on his, wondering why I can’t bring myself to take back what I just said, why I can’t make myself tell him that my words were all lies. Because if I were to admit that he’s a good man, and that I need him, that would truly change everything.

      Another infinite second passes between us, and then he turns and exits the kitchen, leaving me to sit alone with my words.
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      I knew better than to hope that last night was a one-time thing, but I’m still a little bit surprised when Vega lets himself into my bedroom close to midnight, finding me still awake. I crawled into bed an hour ago, but none of my breathwork and meditation techniques have managed to lull me to sleep yet. It’s probably the dread of this exact moment that kept me up so late.

      I say nothing, and he doesn’t either, quietly kicking his shoes off and pulling his t-shirt over his head while I force my gaze away. I know there’s no point in trying to argue my way out of this, and I’m too exhausted to follow my instinct and try anyway. My breath catches as he lowers himself onto the mattress, staying on top of the duvet again, keeping to the far side of the bed. My hands pull the covers up tighter under my chin, and I mentally kick myself for putting on a lacey nightie instead of a chaste pair of leggings and a sweatshirt. On some level, did I do that on purpose? But then he’s clicking the lamp off, and it’s just us, half naked and in the dark.

      It’s awkward, this silence. I’ve found myself in awkward silences in bed before, a common side effect of possessing bits that too many men don’t know how to excite, the biggest being my heart, but this is somehow worse. Lying here in bed with my husband, the man I barely know and have only kissed twice, is a new low. I don’t think he’s capable of feeling anything, let alone awkwardness, but I am, and I fidget uncontrollably between the silk sheets until I simply cannot stand the silence any longer.

      “Have you ever been in love?”

      It’s a shitty question to ask, far too prying for our relationship in real life, yet far too simple for our relationship on paper. But it’s the only thing I want to know, now that the option is totally off the table for me. I’ll never have love with this man, and now I’ll never get to have love without him. Though our marriage may be strictly a facade, I know instinctively that he’s not the type to share what’s his, emotionless though that label may be.

      He’s not saying anything yet, not even acknowledging that I’ve spoken at all, so I forge on, blabbing out confessions that he likely doesn’t care about, but that’s what makes it easy to speak freely. He doesn’t give a shit about me, and I don’t particularly give a shit what he thinks of me. Even better, it’s not like he’ll share my secrets with anyone. Who would he even tell? Miel? She already hates me, anyway.

      “I don’t think I have, not really,” I admit. “There were times when I thought I was, here and there, and I told people I loved them, but… I don’t think that was it. That can’t be it. Because if what I felt then, if that’s all that being in love is, then what’s the point? It has to be more than that, this giant, life-changing feeling that people write songs and paint masterpieces over. That people live and die and kill for. A feeling like that, you wouldn’t have to question it. You would know. Right?”

      He says nothing, doesn’t even flinch at the unrequested tirade I launched into the silence. I wait another minute, then sigh. I didn’t expect anything more from him. I flip to my side, turning my back to him, settling in for a long, sleepless night. Then he clears his throat.

      “You would know,” he says, in a low, serious voice I’ve never heard from him before. “You would know if there was someone you would live and die and kill for.”

      It’s not an answer, and it’s not not an answer. But it’s all I’m going to get. The mattress shifts beneath me, making my heart rise to my throat, and then he’s scooping me against him, tightening his arms around me as my body turns to stone. The duvet and sheets remain between us, but he’s still close, too close, too fucking close. My heart pounds so hard and fast he must feel it too, beating against him the way my fists wish they could.

      “Why are you doing this?” I ask, and my voice comes out strangled. Why is he torturing me and pretending it’s because he cares about how I sleep at night? Why is he trying to kill me with false kindness?

      “No more questions,” he says, and his voice is husky now, sleepy-sexy in a way that makes me swallow hard even as my breath still quavers. “Go to sleep, princesa.”

      I wish I could say I find myself incapable of falling asleep like this, pressed close against the heart of danger. I wish I could say that when I do, I sleep fitfully, tossing and turning through the night, my body attempting to escape his. The truth is, be it from sheer exhaustion or some other factor I don’t dare give name, I fall asleep instantly, and sleep peacefully through the night for the first time in months.

      When I awake, our bodies have come untangled, the embrace leaving behind only one of Vega’s arms thrown across my torso, my bare toes brushing against his taut calf. It’s so casual, so intimate, so domestic, it makes my stomach churn. I try to politely extricate myself from the situation, flashing back to a dozen awkward one night stands that at one point in my life felt like the lowest one could feel. It doesn’t work. Vega is a predator driven by survival instinct. I’m surprised he doesn’t literally sleep with one eye open. He stirs instantly, making me tense even as he pulls away from me.

      “You didn’t have any nightmares last night,” he remarks after a moment, not with the cockiness I expected, but genuine pleasant surprise. Almost like he cares. “How do you feel?”

      “Fine,” I say, holding back the cruel snap in my throat. I know I owe this man, my husband, nothing, but it still feels rude to come at him with an attitude when he’s being so kind. Even if his kindness comes in the shape of his body lying close to mine at night. Perhaps because of that.

      Again, I dress quickly and rush out of my bedroom, eager to escape the tension that now resides there. It’s not until I look up and see Miel in the hallway, eyes shifting to something behind me, that I realize Vega exited right behind me. I freeze, desperately wanting to explain, spit out a thousand useless it’s-not-what-it-looks-likes, but my tongue lies heavy in my mouth. Her eyes dart back and forth between us, but her face reveals nothing about her reaction. I don’t have to wonder what Vega is doing behind me, because he’s already well on his way to the staircase, shoulders loose and casual, as if one moment didn’t just upend the fragile status quo of our bizarre household.

      “Get to work, Selina,” he says, not even looking at me. “You too, Miel.”
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      “Are you out of your goddamn mind?”

      I sigh and look up from my laptop, suddenly realizing the benefit of working from the office downtown: Miel can’t barge in with her bullshit there. Today she’s extra pissed, hands so high on her hips it makes her elbows stick out like skinny wings.

      “What now, Miel?” I ask, pressing my fingertips against my temples. All this bureaucratic nonsense is giving me a headache.

      “You’re fucking Selina,” she spits out, straight to the point as always. I appreciate it. She needs to just say her piece and get out.

      “What, you jealous?” I say dryly, and she scoffs humorlessly at the question. We grew up as close as family, and the idea of romantic jealousy between us is a joke, albeit a bad one. I do, however, wonder if she might be jealous for other reasons. After all, Miel has always been my right hand, my partner in everything. Could Selina have told her about our newfound partnership? But no. If they talked at all, Miel would know I’m not fucking my wife.

      “This complicates things so much, I can’t even begin with you,” Miel says, hands flying off her hips and shooting into the air. When foul language doesn’t suffice, Miel’s next go-to is to talk with her hands. “You swore to me over and over this wasn’t personal. You swore that marrying her was purely business. Now you’re spending nights together? That’s pretty fucking personal.”

      I slam my laptop shut, wincing at the razor of pain that shoots through my head at the sound.

      “It’s not, and it’s also none of your business,” I growl, wondering if Miel and I have ever had a conversation in this room that wasn’t a screaming match.

      “It is if it jeopardizes our plan,” Miel says, low and serious. I pause. What she’s asking is if my new relationship will jeopardize her place in my plan. But I can’t address that, because to show I care about her future freedom at all would betray my weaknesses, and to acknowledge her unspoken fear would betray hers. That’s family, right? A constant calculation, every conversation a minefield.

      “It won’t,” I say, a little bit gentler, but not pitying. “You’re the one who said we should give Selina a chance to work with us, not against us. If anything, getting close to her will strengthen us. And hey, if that doesn’t work, well, I’ll let you break one of her kneecaps.”

      I’d never let anyone touch my precious princess’s perfect knees, of course, but I’m hoping Miel will take the macabre joke as a dark peace offering. I force a grin, but the woman doesn’t crack a smile. “So it’s true? Y’all are… getting close?”

      “Come one, you know she hates me,” I say in response, keeping the light smile on my face. I don’t feel like arguing anymore. “Listen, I have shit to do and you do too. Can we please fucking move on?”

      “I’m still not happy about it,” Miel says in acquiescence, after a moment of consideration. “Things get messy when people get too ‘close.’”

      She makes exaggerated air quotes around the final word, as if there was any way I could misinterpret her tone, but I don’t reply, letting her see herself out. Messy doesn’t even begin to cover it.

      So Miel is pissed at me. What else is new? I don’t have time for her petty sulking. Ever since I told her that I’d married Selina, she thinks that a point has been proven about my so-called obsession that she’s been hammering on about since we first got here. If she knew the truth about it, I don’t think the word obsession would be quite heavy enough to cover it. But she will never know the secret that drew me to the Palacios estate in the first place. No one ever will.
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      After my conversation-turned-argument with Miel, I head to the office downtown, H in tow. The big man is silent the whole drive down from Johns Creek, which I especially appreciate today. When we get to Café Palacios, I ask Annie for a black coffee and some aspirin, and then settle down to work.

      “Show me what you’ve got,” I say to Hernando, both of us giving the receptionist polite smiles as she drops off our coffee.

      “There are three agencies in Atlanta that check all your boxes,” the man says, opening a new screen on his tablet and spinning it toward me. He rubs his hand over his buzzed hair as I scroll through the first private security agency’s website. “And four more in the surrounding area, should it come to that.  It’ll cost extra to get them out here, but, you know.”

      Money is no object, not anymore. It’s a phrase that will never fit quite right in my mouth, but it’s true. I tab over to the next site, scroll down through the somber list of services. Now that we’re about to incite a full-out war with our enemy, we’re going to need more guns, as many as we can get. And while I wish I could grow a team solely driven by motivations more bulletproof than money, that’s not possible, not in the time frame we’re looking at. So, hired guns it is.

      “Contact the first three,” I tell H, shutting the tablet off and handing it back to him. “Make sure they know we have our own vetting process every damn person on staff will have to go through before we sign any contracts. Where are we with the cops?”

      “The Chief knows what’s expected of him,” H confirms. “He’s sending the first patrol up to the estate tonight.”

      I take a sip of my coffee. Thanks to another well-placed tip from Isla del Rey, we’ve now got the APD firmly under our thumb. The forced relationship is mutually beneficial, though. They provide backup, and additional protection for Selina, and we eventually lead them to El Sombrerón. Or rather, he leads himself to them, when he inevitably comes for us.

      “Fantastic,” I say, setting my mug down. “So all that’s left to discuss is—"

      From the street outside, there’s the loud rev of an engine, then two loud, quick gunshots. I’m running down the hallway before the sound is even done echoing, bursting through the lobby doors with my own gun already drawn, squinting into the midday sun.

      There’s nothing, no one. Just the haphazard pounding of my heart in my ears, and a few panicked looks from pedestrians.

      “It’s just a drill,” Hernando is saying to them in a stiff and unconvincing voice, as he gently nudges the arm holding my gun back down. “No need for alarm.”

      I quickly tuck my gun back into my waistband, but keep my fingers ready to draw it again as I check the street for the hundredth time. It’s still peaceful, or as peaceful as downtown gets. I play the sound I heard back in my mind, and recognize it for what it was. A vehicle backfiring, something that I should have easily been able to distinguish from gunshots. I run my hand through my hair and resist the urge to growl in frustration. Hernando has seen enough as is. Despite the coffee I’ve been chugging, I’m running on fumes, a state that seems to have made me extra paranoid.

      The truth is, I couldn’t sleep last night, not after Selina’s prying question. Her interpretation of love is naive and fantastical at best. Visions of the word being whispered like a prayer as blood stained my light-up Iron Man sneakers kept me up long after my princesa’s breathing slowed beside me. If that’s what love is, I want no part of it, and neither should she. I try to let that thought make me feel better about the fact that I’ve stolen my wife’s last chance at the emotion. It doesn’t work.

      “Let’s get back to work,” I growl at H, swallowing the urge to punch a wall, and turn back into the office building.
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      That night, I once again find myself making my way to the master bedroom, Selina’s bedroom. Our bedroom. That first night, I didn’t intend to become a permanent fixture in her bed. I only wanted to quiet her for the night. But it did quiet her, and now I can’t imagine myself being able to sleep in my own bed when she could be tossing and turning, sleepless in hers. I would be there for her even if she insisted she didn’t want me there, which she did, the first night. But even she can’t deny the way my arms around her quell the demons that haunt her by night.

      Just like last night, she’s already tucked into bed when I enter the room, her dark hair fanned against the creamy pillowcase. Her eyes are closed, long lashes pressed tight against her golden skin, but I know she’s not asleep. I can tell by the erratic rise and fall of her chest. I strip down to my boxers and lower myself onto the California King, relishing the way her breathing speeds up when she feels my body join hers. I still excite in exciting my young wife, though I don’t expect anything to come of these nights, not yet. I intend to comfort her, not to further traumatize her by forcing something she’s not ready for. But if one night she wants to pull me closer, well, so be it. I know by the way she keeps wearing those flimsy nighties and by the way her pupils dilate when she looks at me that whether she wants to admit it to herself or not, she wants these nights to escalate as much as I do. The malest parts of me hope that time comes sooner rather than later.

      “I’m going to do it soon,” I tell her, and her eyes snap open, though her gaze remains stubbornly on the ceiling. “Cut off his supply.”

      A month ago, I wouldn’t have told her that much, wouldn’t have trusted her with even a tidbit of my plans. A month ago, we wouldn’t have been in bed together, at least not with so many clothes on and so much less vitriol between us. But I promised her a partnership, and though she knows as well as I do that I’ll never fully pull through on that promise, I can at least try.

      “Why haven’t you done it yet?” she asks, voice barely above a whisper.

      I consider her question. I don’t want to tell her the truth, the fact of how much danger we’ll be in as soon as we strike our enemy so close to his greedy heart. I don’t want her to know that no matter how long I spend planning and putting new protective measures into place, there’s still a fairly large chance we all end up dead at his hand.

      “Things like this take time,” is all I tell her in the end, and it’s not untrue.

      She accepts my answer, still lying perfectly frozen on the far end of the bed. I think that this is the end of our conversation for the night, prepare myself for sleep, but then she speaks again. “Tell me about El Sombrerón.”

      I don’t know why I didn’t expect this. I thought that the information she’d uncovered at the police station against my will would have given her everything she needed to know. I don’t want to answer this question for the same reason I didn’t want to answer her last one. If she knew the truth, if she knew the things that I know about our new common enemy, she’d never sleep again. This is a man that has no lines, no limits. He will do whatever it takes to keep his kingdom, and he doesn’t give a shit how many innocent lives he takes along the way. He took me and Miel when we were children, and while he hasn’t killed us yet, our lives were inarguably stolen that day. He wouldn’t hesitate to add a pretty heiress like Selina to his collection of trophies, and once he knows how much she means to me, well, death won’t be enough for her, either.

      “It’s a legend,” I begin, sensing her tense beside me. “Latin American, and it differs slightly country to country. But the one I know, the one my parents told me, goes like this. He’s a short man, like a dwarf—that’s why some versions call him el duende—who wears all black clothing and a giant black hat, big enough to obscure his face completely.” I feel the mark on my forearm begin to burn, the one long stripe and two shorter ones still as hot and painful as the first day they were forced onto me. “He likes young girls with long hair and big eyes. When he finds one, he marks her home by braiding the tails and manes of the family’s horses, then he’ll stand outside her house serenading her with songs on his silver guitar, and turning her food to dirt. She’s unable to eat or sleep, until it drives her crazy and into his arms, or finally ki—”

      “My father told me those stories, too,” Selina cuts me off, turning to face me. For a moment, I’m paralyzed by her features, stuck in the childish, unsettled feeling that retelling the myth always brings me. Long dark hair, big hazelnut eyes. Just like he likes. “You know that’s not what I meant.”

      “I know,” is all I say, turning my face away from her. I feel her eyes stay on me for a minute longer, before she turns her own gaze back to the ceiling. “I know.”

      I want to pull her close to me and lock her into my embrace, as much for her own comfort as to reassure myself that she’s here, solid and still securely in the relative safety of my arms. But I don’t, feeling the danger looming in the room as physically as if the legendary creature himself was lying in the bed between us.

      The silence stretches out for five, ten minutes, neither of us speaking, neither of us moving. Then, she speaks again.

      “Do you,” she begins, then clears her throat nervously and tries again. “Do you think you’ll ever… Do you want kids?”

      It might seem like a non sequitur, but it’s not. She’s asking if I’ll ever force children into her life the way I forced myself. Asking if I expect her to raise children in this world I’ve pushed her into against her will, a world with threats so terrifying I can’t even make myself tell her about them. I try not to let my breathing go uneven, try not to give her any answer through my body language. The truth is, the thought hadn’t occurred to me until now. In my world, children are never a choice, rather an inopportune problem to be dealt with, one way or another. As long as I’m still part of that world, a world of danger and men who name themselves after mythical boogey men and are twice as deadly, I’m not sure I’d want to create a child forced to live in that same nightmare. But in another world, a world where Selina and I are happy, where there are no more threats left to our lives, a world where our child could be anything they wanted, not just a product of circumstance like we are, well, that would be another question. And it might be a fantasy all together.

      “That’s enough for tonight, princesa,” I say, instead of answering her, denying her what she so desperately wants to know about her own body. “No more questions.”
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      The next night, I’m ready with my question. It’s as if I’ve fallen into my own version of 1001 Arabian nights, where every night all I get is one question to wedge between myself and the impending intimacy with my new husband, an intimacy I want as desperately to fight as I want to give in to. Fighting is exhausting, especially when I know I’ll never win. But it’s in my nature to bite back, and I can’t quench the desperate urge to lash out at the man who seems intent on destroying me even as he swears he’s only trying to help me. For now, I settle on the weapon of lines of inquiry I know make him uncomfortable.

      “How did you and Miel get involved with El Sombrerón?”

      He pauses for a moment, even longer than he did when I asked him about the mythical kingpin last night.

      “Well, my parents died when I was nine years old,” he begins.

      I already know that. He doesn’t know that I already know that. I saw the police reports, the half-assed theories that were so quickly abandoned to chase after higher profile cases. His parents didn’t die like mine did, quietly and quickly, in an accident that could’ve claimed anyone and left no one to blame. His father beat his mother to death, and then died in a street stabbing shortly after. What kind of man does that make my husband?

      “This woman down the street took me in. Miel’s aunt.”

      So he’s not going to tell me more about his parents. That’s fair. It makes me shift nervously, to be in possession of such personal information when he clearly doesn’t want me to have it.

      “We would have ended up running with El Sombrerón even if we hadn’t been orphaned,” Vega says with a shrug, as if he’s not talking about children being forced to engage in highly dangerous, fucked up activities. “It was just faster this way.”

      “Why did you have to do it at all?” I ask, and as soon as I voice it I know it’s a stupid question, but I truly don’t understand.

      Vega just gives a quiet, bitter little chuckle. My face burns a bit. I knew I shouldn’t have asked that, but it’s too late to take it back.

      “Sometimes I almost forget you really are a princess,” he says, and while not quite a compliment, my heart swells a touch. “You don’t know what it’s like, outside of your castle. We had to do it to survive, Selina. Not just to bring in enough money to help keep a roof over our heads, but to keep ourselves and Tia protected. And because you just have to, princesa. In our neighborhood, you’re either with him—with El Sombrerón—or you’re dead.”

      He still has trouble saying the name, I notice. If I looked at him, I bet he’d be touching that spot on his arm again. Like it still hurts him.

      “I’m—” I begin, and he cuts me off with a hand on my arm, his voice gruff.

      “Don’t fucking say you’re sorry.”

      “Okay,” I say, the word small with admission.

      I know saying that I’m sorry he had to grow up like this, that he had his childhood and innocence stolen and warped so violently, will only hurt his male ego. I know it’s not my fault that these horrible things happened to him when I too was just a child, but in more ways than one, it feels like it is. My family supplied the drug that kept El Sombrerón in power, that kept Javier and his whole neighborhood firmly under the monster’s heel. And while my now-husband worked and suffered at the bottom rungs of this empire, I reveled in privilege in the castle, doing nothing. Not even aware of the price paid to get me there.

      No wonder he hates me. No wonder, when it came time to claw his way to freedom, he chose to do it on my back. This is a punishment that perhaps I’ve done nothing to deserve, but I haven’t particularly done anything to not deserve it, either.

      “You shouldn’t worry your pretty little head about him,” Javier says, and again, what should be a jab drenched in sarcasm comes out sounding almost genuine, and my heart is far too ready to accept it as a real sentiment. My head, though, knows better.

      “I need to know what we’re up against,” I reply, my words strong even as my voice reveals a tremor. Part of me does wish I could go back to not knowing about the greater enemy, that I could keep believing that men like Javier were the worst thing that could happen to me. But it’s too late for that. “I’m in danger now. You endangered me. I know I can’t do much to fight, but I need to at least know who my new enemy is.”

      “But you don’t,” my bedmate insists, reaching over and pulling me close into his arms. He usually waits until I’m nearer to sleep before doing that. My too-conscious body freezes, unsure of how to react. “I’ll protect you, Selina. I’m your husband now. I don’t care what that does or doesn’t mean to you. You’re my responsibility now, and I won’t let anyone, especially not him, hurt you. So stop asking about it.”

      The last part comes out as an order, which is good, because if he’d kept saying nice words in gentle tones, I might have believed him. Maybe he does mean what he’s saying, at least for now. But ultimately, Javier is a man who will do anything to survive. Right now, I’m more useful to him alive. But if it comes down to his life or mine, he’ll choose himself every time. I don’t understand my role in his game quite yet, but at the end of the day, pawns and queens die to protect the king all the same.
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      “Ma’am?” Alexander, the assistant the designer sent, asks. I shake away my spiraling thoughts and smile at his reflection in the mirror, smoothing my hands down the silk-organza skirt, fingers catching on the hand-appliqued lace flowers. I can’t quite meet my own eyes in the mirror, keeping my lashes carefully lowered. I’m a picture-perfect bride, from my slim bared shoulders down to my toes, hidden in their Louboutins somewhere under this full skirt. But my face, I still can’t force my face to match that image, even though in the eyes of the law, I’m already a wife.

      “I don’t think this one is quite right, either,” I murmur, and Alexander moves forward to begin the endless process of undoing the long row of pearl buttons locking me into this lace straitjacket, taking care not to let his hands touch my bare skin, or let a gaze linger. Despite the young man’s professionalism, my husband’s warning glare from across the room is nearly lethal.

      “You have to pick one eventually,” Javier says from his perch to my left. I don’t know why he insisted on being here. I wish I could’ve had Kate for company instead, or even Miel. “It doesn’t have to be perfect.”

      “I thought that was the point, to say yes to the perfect dress,” I retort, stepping delicately out of the rejected gown. Alexander carries it away and pulls the next option off its hanger. My mother would have demanded that the designer herself come to her, peddling her wares in person, ready to make any and all alterations needed to mold her creation into my mother’s perfect vision. But I’m not my mother, and I’m relieved not to have to deal with anyone more important than the tall blond assistant, now helping me into the next dress.

      “Well, this one looks fine to me,” Javier says, gesturing at the new gown. I twist my lips at my reflection. While the last one was billowing and effortless, this dress is structured and sculpted into a masterpiece in its own right. I tug at the bust to adjust it and admire the way the dramatic flare of the skirt shrinks my waist. Despite the structured shape, the soft embroidery gives the dress a delicate touch, and again, the sight of myself in it makes me want to tear the thing right off.

      “Not that one either, huh?” Alexander asks, easily reading the disgusted expression I’m not bothering to hide. In the mirror, I see Javier’s jaw set impatiently. I simply shake my head and give the assistant an apologetic smile.

      While he busies himself putting one more dress away, Javier rises from his armchair. I tense as he approaches me, keeping my eyes stubbornly lowered, fighting the urge to pull the robe back over my nearly naked body. I am infinitely aware of my husband’s eyes on my bare back, his gaze burning hotter than a touch.

      “Stop wasting my time,” Javier growls into my ear, quiet enough that Alexander won’t hear from a few feet away but loud enough for his words to be unmistakable. “This wedding is happening, and there’s nothing you can do to change that. Pick a dress or I will.”

      I dare to look up, examining our competing reflections in the mirror. He’s my shadow, dressed all in black, looming too close for comfort. And me, I look like a ghost against him. My skin is paler than ever, especially against his golden complexion, and the white lace lingerie I’m wearing hangs a little loose on my thinning curves. The past few months had been hellish enough, but I’d fought to maintain my strength. The night of my attempted escape, the murder of Smythe, and the forced proposal, that might have finally killed my spirit. Then the resulting courthouse wedding, tiptoeing around Kate’s false rescue, and spending nights in my captor’s embrace, well, that was all tossing dirt on my grave. It’s a miracle I’m still standing at all. But Javier is right. There’s nothing I can do to change this, any of this, and I don’t even get to sit on the sidelines of my destruction. I have to play the starring role.

      I give my husband a subtle nod, and he returns to his seat.

      “This one is a little different, a little flashier,” Alexander explains as he brings the next dress over, half prematurely defensive, half hopeful. He’s as exhausted of this endless endeavor as Javier is. “It’s one our newer designs, part of next spring’s collection, actually.”

      “Thank you,” I murmur automatically as he helps me pull the dress on. He’s right, it’s definitely flashier, with an unexpectedly fitted silhouette. The gorgeous pearl-beaded body of the dress is instantly overshadowed, though, by the bejeweled capelet Alexander is now setting on my shoulders.

      “Swarovski,” Alexander explains with a knowing grin as he clasps the piece shut at the nape of my neck and steps away so I can see myself better.

      I turn delicately from side to side, letting the light hit the crystals. There are hundreds of them, in different sizes and shapes, set into elegant woven patterns that are simultaneously reminiscent both of lace and chainmail. Something in my reflection makes my spine straighten and my eyes narrow, and suddenly, I don’t look like a ragdoll bride anymore.

      “Is this finally it?” Javier asks, keeping his voice a touch annoyed, but there’s something new, almost soft in his eyes as he looks me over.

      He’s not misreading my response to the dress, but he can’t see what I do. There’s something about this dress that flipped a switch inside me, that made me feel alive again for the first time in weeks. If Javier knew that there’s a new fire beginning to spark inside me, he wouldn’t be this excited.

      “Yeah,” I confirm, touching my fingertips against the cold silver and crystal of my new armor. “This is it.”

      Alexander beams and claps his hands together, then comes up to take final measurements. As he pins and tucks, I can’t take my eyes off my reflection. Yes, I’m still a prisoner in my own home, with a new, nearly literal ball-and-chain. Yes, my family’s company is now in the hands of the criminal who happens to be that ball-and-chain. And yes, I’m still responsible for the deaths of my old bodyguards, and the life of my nanny-turned-housekeeper remains precariously balanced in my hands, now more than ever. But in this moment, I feel stronger than I have in ages. My situation is bad, but all hope is not yet lost. I’m Selina Palacios.  I’ve survived a lifetime of shit. I can survive a wedding, and a complicated relationship, and a mysterious monster that names himself after children’s nightmares. It’s time to take a page or two out of my new husband’s playbook. I’m going to do whatever it takes to protect myself. And if he insists on treating me like a child, won’t give me what I need to do so, well, I’ll seek it out for myself.

      “Give Georgina my thanks,” I say to Alexander as Kate arrives to show him out, then step back into my jeans.

      The war for my life isn’t lost yet. It’s only just beginning.
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      Detective Andrews pushes past the door to Open Records, causing the redheaded officer behind the desk to startle, nearly dropping his pop tart. With that kind of reflex, no wonder this guy wound up stuck in the basement.

      “Detective, how can I help you?” Jacobs asks, setting the pastry down and indiscreetly wiping crumbs off his uniform. Andrews checks his notes one more time, hoping he read them wrong and won’t have to speak to this particular specimen. But alas, Officer Bailey Jacobs was indeed the man on duty down here at the same time that the security footage shows Selina Palacios entering Open Records. At least it did, before all the footage showing the young heiress’s visit to the police department mysteriously vanished, including the backup files.

      “I need to know what records this woman asked you to pull,” Andrews says, cutting to the chase. The sooner he can get back to his own cubicle topside, the better. The redhead accepts the photo of Selina Palacios, and his eyebrows shoot up in recognition.

      “She came in,” Jacobs admits, his words coming out haltingly. “But she hadn’t put in the proper requests, so I sent her away. She hasn’t come back.”

      There, a new sheen of perspiration on his forehead, down here in the icebox of a basement, giving away a lie Andrews hadn’t even been looking for. Well, they can’t all be winners.

      “I don’t care about the paperwork,” the detective says. He doesn’t care about the bribes a wealthy woman like Palacios could’ve easily plied Jacobs with to expedite bureaucratic process, either. As long as Jacobs cooperates with his investigation, anyway. “Just tell me what she wanted to see.”

      “Sure, I’ll pull up the searches I ran for her,” Jacobs says all too eagerly, brushing a few more crumbs off his keyboard. Say what you will of this man, he sure can type fast, once he gets going. “Okay, here it is. I pulled all the files for a Javier Vega and a Miel Conde.”

      Andrews jots the names down, then motions for the officer to stand up. “Go pull those same files for me, I’ll check the online records while you do that.”

      The redhead scurries into the back room to do as told, while Andrews settles into the well-worn seat and reaches for the greasy mouse with a grimace. He runs searches in the online database for both names, but suspiciously, nothing pops up. Well, almost nothing.

      “This is crazy,” Jacobs says, as he emerges from the back room, panting a little. “But I can’t find any of the files she looked at. I swear, I put them all right back where they belonged.”

      “I’m sure you did,” Andrews tells him distractedly, clicking open the latest document attached to Javier Vega’s name.

      It’s a marriage certificate, from the day after the Café Palacios shooting. And the other signature on the document reads—

      “Holy shit.”
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      The night of our engagement party comes too soon. I had Selina move the date back one weekend, then two, and it’s still not enough. There is never enough time, when preparing for war.

      Tonight our engagement goes public, and in doing so, I announce not only to the world but to my enemy that Selina Palacios is mine. Mine for the taking, mine for the keeping. The drug lord may suspect that she’s nothing but a pawn to me, as he knows even better than I do that true love doesn’t come to men like us, but he’ll set his sights on her all the same. And if the public reveal of my whereabouts and associations isn’t enough to set off a war, well, then the phone call I made this morning might do the trick. Café Palacios is officially out of the business of smuggling drugs into the country for him, once and for all.

      And all this for a woman who still claims she hates me, even as she spends nights willingly in my embrace, even as she’s held up her side of the bargain and worked with me instead of against me for the past month.

      I know she doesn’t truly hate me, no matter what she may think. No matter what she has to tell herself to get through the days. I feel the way her body curls into mine at night, hear the slowing of her speeding heart when I hold her close. She knows that despite it all, despite the lies and threats and violence, she is safe with me. I will protect her, even if it costs me everything, even as we launch into a war more dangerous than she’ll ever understand. She knows this, somewhere deep within herself, but I don’t dare dream that she’d ever admit it. And no matter what we tell the cameras tonight, I certainly won’t hold my breath waiting for her to love me. What we have, it isn’t love and it never will be. It’s something darker, and deeper, and undeniable. I will never love my pretty little wife, but I’ll never leave her. And no matter how hard she may try, she will never leave me.

      Selina shifts in the seat beside me, as if sensing the uneasy thoughts racing through my mind. She looks gorgeous, as usual, in a pale golden dress that offsets her glowing, honey complexion. The textured brocade pattern of the fabric begs to be touched, but I still feel uneasy letting my calloused fingertips brush a garment that cost several times over what most women would spend on a wedding dress. She turns her face to me, and the dim lights of the limo glint off the thick red lacquer on her lips, slightly parted. Is she trying to kill me, looking so damn kissable?

      “They’re going to expect a kiss,” she says omnisciently, not quite meeting my eyes. The glitter on her lids matches the gold of her dress, of her dangling earrings, of the ring on her left hand. “For the engagement announcement photos. And they’re going to ask questions.”

      “I thought you gave the press the list of questions we’d be answering,” I ask, ignoring the point that she’s trying to make, because I know she’ll ask me not to kiss her, and I will have to deny her. I hate to deny her few requests, especially when she’s been such a good girl lately.

      “I did, but they always go off book,” Selina snipes, and I think I know her well enough to recognize when her sharpness comes as a shadowbox for fear. “What if they ask, like… Am I going to be taking your last name?”

      The press might ask that, sure, but right now she’s only asking for herself. The fact is, I don’t care about her name. Or maybe I care too much. I’d never cut off that crown of hers, the Palacios name that opens door everywhere we go, just to satisfy some primitive male urge to have her bear my label. The world will know in a moment that I own every part of her, even without stealing her name.

      “Well, you can tell them that the answer is no,” I tell her, and feel her body relax slightly beside me. “Tell them our relationship isn’t traditional like that.”

      “That’s for sure,” Selina mutters under her breath, and I ignore her.

      “Everything else is taken care of, right?” I ask, adjusting the buttons of my tux jacket. “I don’t want any room for things to go wrong tonight.”

      “Don’t worry, everything is exactly as you asked for,” she says. “And I’ll spare you the breath. I won’t try to run, or tell anyone exactly how we met, or anything else. So there’s no need to threaten Kate, or my family legacy, or my life, or whatever else. Don’t worry, there’s no fight left in me.”

      I know that’s a lie, but I’m not worried about her trying to fuck with me tonight. We’ll be attached at the hip, and no one will have reason to question my iron grip on her. The world is about to believe we’re in love, after all.

      “Should I be worried, though?” Selina asks, as we turn the corner toward the venue. “About El Sombrerón?”

      It still sends a shiver down my spine when she says it, a childish fear that I may never outgrow. She says the name so casually, like that’s all it is, a name. Like she’s never lived a life in which a name is all it takes to destroy your whole world.

      “No, princesa,” I tell her, laying a reassuring hand on hers. She tenses, but doesn’t withdraw. “I’ve got a couple dozen APD officers here tonight, not to mention my men. It would be foolish to attack us here, so publicly.”

      I wouldn’t put it past my former employer to risk it, especially once he gets wind of what we’ve done, but she doesn’t have to know that. There is enough on my pretty captive’s mind tonight without adding this to her plate. I wish she didn’t know about him at all, but there’s no undoing the past. There’s only the present, and the future I’m molding in my hands.
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      The party is everything Vega asked for, and more. It makes me sick to my stomach, staring down the barrel of all the happy faces, strangers smiling because they think this is a celebration. It’s not, it’s a public conquering, a primitive display of caveman-like ownership. This is Vega showing off his new crown, and I’m the sacrifice made to get him to the throne. The diamond on my finger is heavy as a rock, reminding me yet again that this ring isn’t a promise, it’s a cuff. Even if I somehow regain my freedom, I’ll never be the same. Not in the public’s eye, and certainly not in my own soul.

      “Come on,” Vega murmurs in my ear, flashing a smile at the cameras, pressing his hand sternly against the small of my back. He looks practiced at this, almost as convincing as I am. It’s hard to believe that this is a man that came from nothing, clawing his way up the ladder of the underworld, and somehow landing in the lap of luxury. He doesn’t deserve it, but that doesn’t matter. He’s here, and I’m here, and all that’s left is to get through this horrific evening.

      “I knew there was something going on here.” Isla del Rey pops out of the crowd, wearing a blood red dress that matches the venom in her coy words. Then she leans in close to me, faking a hug, and whispers something that sounds nearly genuine under her syrupy tones. “You’ll have to tell me all about it later, the real story.”

      Does she know something? I did call her in a panic when I made my escape attempt. I never imagined the woman would care, pictured her shrugging and turning back to her cranberry cosmo and cabana boys as soon as I hung up, but what if she suspects something? But I’m being whisked away before I can meet her eyes, shoved into another suffocating congratulatory hug.

      Vega pulls me close, and I expect him to whisper a threat in my ear, remind me to look happier and less like a blackmail victim. Instead, he asks “Are you alright?,” his lips brushing slightly against the shell of my ear as he does. A shiver dips down my spine.

      “I need a drink,” I say in response, and again, he surprises me by nodding. Usually he prefers for me not to drink in these environments, always worried I’ll lose control and let something slip. Tonight, he motions at a server, and takes two flutes of Moet Chandon.

      “You’re doing good,” he says, handing me one. I down it in one big gulp, probably proving his point false, but I can’t help it. Why is he being so nice to me? Is this because I’m his so-called partner now, not a hostage to be poked and prodded into submission?

      It’s only a matter of minutes before I realize that that’s not quite true, either. I’m not his hostage, no, but I’m certainly not his equal. I’m as much an object as I’ve ever been, and he’s parading me around like a trophy he’s won. And in most senses, that’s not inaccurate. I’m the keys to the kingdom, and he stole me, bent me into something that could belong to a man like him, and now he’s showing off his new prize. It doesn’t matter that he’s the one who couldn’t be here without me, doesn’t matter that no one here had ever heard his name before tonight. It’s all in the way he carries himself, the way he fills the room, the way he loops his arm around my waist like he fucking owns me. And me, all I can do is go along with it, beaming like there’s nowhere I’d rather be, no one whose possessive hold I’d rather be locked in. Vega’s let me out of the prison he’s made of my own home, but I’d be foolish not to see that this is simply a new form of captivity. Everywhere I turn, all I see are eyes staring at me, cameras gunning me down. The gold and glitz are blinding, a sick veneer over a dark, brutal truth. Has it always been this way? Have there always been death-black undercurrents to the luxury we live in? Is that why we do it, drown ourselves in expensive champagne and blood diamonds, to forget what lies just under the surface? Suddenly, I can’t stand it anymore, my stomach in my throat.

      “I have to go to the bathroom,” I mutter, pulling away from Vega’s iron grip and walking as fast as I can toward the nearest restroom. I don’t need to be watched, I have no intention of doing anything but spill my guts into a toilet bowl, but I see Vega nod in my direction, and then Miel is by my side.

      She follows me into the ladies’ room, doing a quick check of the other stalls while I run into the first one. I fall to my knees and gag once, but nothing comes out. I feel better already though, I realize, with the coolness of the floor against my skin, and the absence of a surrounding mob leaving me room to breathe.

      “Are you pregnant?” Miel asks quietly from her post by the door.

      “What the hell?” I ask, eyes snapping open. “No. God, no.”

      “Then what’s wrong?” Miel asks, harsher now. “Have you been drinking?”

      “No,” I shake my head, rising to my feet, grimacing as Javier pushes the door open and lets himself into the ladies’ room, gesturing with his head for Miel to leave us. She gives me one last, long look, then obeys, leaving me alone with my husband. Whatever second I felt of peace is gone now. I walk over to the sink and rinse my hands, wishing I could splash some water on my face without worrying about ruining my hair and makeup. “It’s stupid. I’m fine. Just needed a moment.”

      “A moment bent over the toilet?” Javier raises a thick brow.

      “It’s stupid,” I say again, grabbing a paper towel.

      “Tell me,” my captor asks, half demanding, half gentle. My instincts scream at me not to let my guard down around this man, not to admit to any vulnerabilities in front of him. But still, when I turn and face him, there’s something in his eyes that feels genuine, nearly caring. And besides, the longer we’re in here, talking, the longer until I have to go out again and face the throng of naive well-wishers.

      “I feel…” I roll my eyes up to the ceiling so I don’t have to look my husband in the face while I say it. “I don’t know how to explain it. I feel like right now, I’m not even real to any of these people. I’m just this pretty thing that belongs to you now, something to gawk at while gulping down free Moet. And you’re loving it. It’s like it always has been with you, I’m just a toy that you can use to get whatever you want. And it’s stupid, you’ve done far worse things to me, but this makes me feel like shit.”

      Javier studies me for a moment, leaning back against the door to keep it shut as someone jangles the knob.

      “I know this is difficult for you,” he says at last, looking almost like he’s about to walk over to me, take my hand and comfort me. But he doesn’t, and I feel like a fool for even imagining such an action. “But this is the part you have to play now, for the safety of us all.”

      I should end this moment, should go back out into the party, where it’s not safe, but at least the air isn’t too weighted to breathe. I don’t know what to believe, when he says things like that. The way he makes me feel, that makes me hate him, but I’m tired of hating him. I’m tired of fighting. I’m just so fucking tired.

      “I’m sorry,” Vega says, simply and without fanfare, but also without much conviction. He’s never even hinted at an apology to me, and now that he has, I’m not sure I believe it. “But neither of us has a choice.”

      I exhale, crumpling a little at the utter defeat coursing through my veins. For a moment, I’d nearly forgotten that Javier isn’t my ally, let alone my confidant. He’s my enemy, and he always will be. I never should have even tried to let him in. I was a fool to trust him with even a glimpse at my heart.

      “Come on, it’s time to get back to the party.”
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      After the party, we both tumble into bed, exhausted. The more events I go to with Selina, the more in awe I am at her stamina. I’ve fought for my life more times than I can count, as a child brawling for control over a good street corner, as a young man in prison facing down an enemy gang member with a shiv, and just a few weeks ago, in that Buckhead café, against men who used to be my compatriots. How is it that pasting on a fake smile and forcing small talk for a couple hours is so much more exhausting, and feels twice as dangerous? Every conversation with the blue bloods is a minefield. One wrong step, one wrong comment or even turn of phrase, and I reveal myself to be the outsider I am. Things were easier before, when I could work from the shadows while Selina alone served as our public marionette. But now I need the world to know my name, know my face. I need my former employer to know that I’m coming for him, and that I’m doing so from a position of great power. And when I come for the elite I brushed elbows with tonight, one by one, I need them to know who I am, too. I am no longer a nocturnal creature. I am a wolf in the henhouse. I just wish the farce wasn’t so exhausting. I turn to look at Selina, sprawled across the other side of the bed, one hand thrown over her eyes to shield the light. How does she do it? I know that even before I filled her life with lies and secrets, she was never the girl she pretends to be to these people. Maybe she doesn’t see it yet, but her life has always been an act, on one stage or another. When does she get to be herself?

      “Let’s get your dress off,” I tell her, pushing myself up off the bed and reaching a hand out to help her do the same.

      “What?” she asks, voice breathy and a little scared. Her pupils widen, though. How much longer do we have to dance around this, around the fact that she wants me just as badly as I want her? Even if the thought frightens her, even if her desire might seem wrong or forbidden.

      “Not like that,” I tell her, thrusting my hand out further. “You’re exhausted. Let’s get you out of that dress so you can go to sleep.”

      She hesitates a moment longer, then takes my hand and lets me pull her to her feet. She doesn’t need my help to take the dress off, she got it on just fine by herself, but she turns her back to me anyway, slipping her long hair over one shoulder to give me access to the zipper. It’s my turn to hesitate now. If I wasn’t so damn tired, maybe I’d press my lips against the back of her neck, and draw a trail down to those sweet little dimples at the small of her back. She’s gone enough, she might let me. But I simply tug the zipper down, like a gentleman, and turn away as she shrugs out of the dress and lets the golden fabric fall to the floor. I pretend not to watch as she steps out, in a matching set of lacy black lingerie, and walks barefoot to her dresser. With her back still to me, she pretends not to notice me watching as she undoes the clasp of her bra, and lets the straps slide down her arms. I pretend not to drink in the sight of her naked, golden skin, pretend not to fantasize about running my hands over every square inch of it until I’ve memorized every hill and valley of her body, a map forever burned into my mind.

      And she, she doesn’t turn to make sure I’m not looking, doesn’t slip into the bathroom to change, doesn’t ask me to step into the hall until she’s done.

      It’s a compromise between what we both actually want and what she thinks she should want. We can’t go on much longer like this, neither of us. She can feel the growing tension as much as I can. Something has to give, before this explodes out of our control.

      When we’re back in bed, under the covers, I stay as far on my side as I can without falling right off. If I catch even a whiff of her rich perfume, of the honey-lavender scent of her shampoo, I might snap. I wish all her flaws didn’t align so closely with what excites me about my captive wife. Her stubborn streak, her refusal to back down from a losing fight, the bravado that blurs so closely into foolishness. The darkness deep within her that every day is closer to the surface, singing, screaming to me. Why couldn’t she have a giant mole, or a love of belching, or maybe toss around the word “irregardless” every once in a while?

      “Do you think… Do you think there could ever be more between us? Like… love, maybe?”

      Then, there is that. The way she pushes for information about every single thing I don’t want to talk about, like she knows. The way she dances around some topics until I almost feel safe, then jumps for the jugular. Why would she ask me that? Why would she do that to herself? Or, is she doing it on purpose? Is she trying to strengthen the crumbling walls between us by reaffirming what she must already know? I’m a man capable of many things, but love is no longer one of them.

      “What do you think?” I ask her in return, instead of answering the question myself. “Do you think you could ever love me?”

      “I can’t love a man I don’t even know,” she says, surprising me. Not because I expected her to answer in the affirmative, but because there are so many other reasons she shouldn’t love me. Some reasons she doesn’t even know yet.

      “Is that why you’re trying so hard to get to know me?” I ask after a beat. I should have just let it go, but once the thought occurs to me, I have to speak it. Maybe I’m the one who is throwing up questions to antagonize her now.

      “That’s enough questions for now,” she says, using my own line against me, making me smile. It’s not a no. I never set out to make my princesa love me, I knew that would be a near impossibility after the things I’ve had to do to her to protect her, the things she can never know about. So why does the thought that maybe, just maybe, I could someday hold her devotion excite me so?

      Fuck you, Vega, I tell myself, using the words she should have. I have taken and will continue to take a lot from my sweet captive, but love won’t be part of it. It will only hurt us both more that way, when inevitably, she sees who I really am. I’m a man as incapable of receiving love as I am of giving it. Not even Selina with her relentless nature can fix that, even if she wanted to.

      She’ll never want to.

      In my exhaustion, I’ve misread and now overthought her passing comment. Of course she doesn’t care about me. Why the fuck would she?

      Her breathing has evened out beside me, but not all the way. She’s pretending to be asleep. Trying to get out of this conversation, I’m sure. I press my eyes shut and try to do the same, but I feel the bed shift, and then her warm body against me. She’s still pretending to be asleep, pretending it’s not intentional, even as she presses closer, fitting her head into my shoulder. This close, I can feel her heartbeat skyrocket, and it’s a struggle to keep mine in check.

      This woman is going to be the fucking death of me.
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      This was always the worst part.

      The waiting.

      Usually, though, I was the one waiting to strike. This time, I’m waiting to be struck.

      It’s been twenty-four hours.

      Twenty-four hours since I cut off Atlanta’s biggest drug lord’s primary supply. Twenty-four hours since I announced my alliance with Selina Palacios to the world, including said extremely dangerous drug lord, who must now be furious at us both.

      So why hasn’t he done anything yet?

      I’m ready for it, whatever “it” may be.

      I’ve got a handful of APD patrol cars at the estate, along with our hired private security, and Miel and my men. At my second hand’s insistence, I also have a couple officers here at the Café Palacios headquarters. I’m most comforted by the three guns in my desk and the knife up my suit jacket’s sleeve, though. The APD is as eager as I am to get El Sombrerón off the streets, and our hired security is costing us an arm and a leg, but when it comes down to it, I’m not trusting anyone but myself with my life.

      Annie comes in for the third time in an hour, asking if I need anything. I think she can tell I’m on edge, which is a bad sign in and of itself. I’ve gotten pretty good at swallowing fear over the years, and masking whatever does manage to bleed to the surface. I spent a lifetime running with wolves, and everyone knows wolves smell fear. If my nerves are so visible that even my innocent assistant can identify them, I must be pretty fucking stressed out.

      I deny her offer of coffee—the last thing I need right now is caffeine jitters—and force my fingers to stop drumming on the desk. Just because I’m facing down nearly certain death doesn’t mean I get to act like it.

      I thought I was beyond this kind of fear, but then again, I’ve never taken on an enemy this great. And it’s not just any enemy, and maybe that’s the problem. This, I am willing to admit, is personal. This is the man who took me under his evil wing when I was too young to know better, too young to say no. He forced me into a life of drugs and violence and death, and when he took the last of my freedom, I rewarded him with loyalty, and that’s when he took my soul.

      The worst part, the part that we don’t voice because it would destroy us completely, is that I didn’t just give him myself. I gave him Miel. I didn’t know what would happen to her in his clutches, but I should have known nothing good would come of it. She was my only family, someone I should have protected, and instead I brought her into a world of pain. That’s why, when it came time to run, I wouldn’t do it without her. And no matter how much she pokes at me, aggravates me with her endless questions and accusations, I can never leave her behind. I owe her too much.

      And Selina… I’m the one who pulled the trigger that night, but I did it at his command. He’s the one who killed the last of her innocence, and caused all the shit she’s been blaming on me since I took her. He set me on her trail, and though I didn’t kill her when I was supposed to, I’ve been on a path to destroy her ever since.

      There’s too much at stake here, and that’s why I can’t keep my legs from fidgeting against the leather chair. There are too many lost lives to avenge, too many lives left to save.

      But I’m ready. I’m ready, and that’s also his fault. He turned me into a monster, plucked at the last pieces of my humanity until he created the weapon of destruction he needed, and now that weapon is pointed directly at him.

      He should have known. He witnessed my first kill, and thought that would make me his. That was his first mistake. He thought that all he’d seen was potential, that he could tame the devil he’d one day create. But I was born already a devil, from my father’s fists and my mother’s tears, and I’ll never be tamed.

      I realized that the night I first saw Selina, and disobeyed my master for the first time.

      I decided that night that I’d rather die free than in his clutches. I’d still rather not die at all, but I’m not one for blind optimism.

      Fuck, if my leg keeps jiggling like this I’ll wear straight through these Italian leather shoes before the end of the day. Next time Annie comes in here, I’m asking her for some scotch.

      How is everything at home? I text Miel, deciding once and for all that I’m simply not getting any work done today. Maybe I should head back to the estate now. At least there I can ensure Selina’s safety fully. I trust Miel and the team to do their best, but again, I trust no one but myself when it comes to my princesa. At the thought of having my captive wife safely in my arms, I feel my anxiety quell by at least half.

      “Sir?” Annie asks with a light tap at the door, using the title that still sounds like a joke to my ears.

      “What is it?” I ask, looking up from my phone. I can see the three dots of Miel texting back, so I assume they’re not in immediate danger, at least.

      “Um, someone just dropped off a package at the front desk for you,” the curvy blonde worries her bottom lip as she speaks, not quite meeting my eye.

      “So bring it to me,” I say, with forced patience.

      “I’m afraid it might be something bad,” she says, shrinking away from me, although I’m still across the room at my desk. “I don’t think you’re supposed to touch suspicious packages.”

      “Why do you think it’s suspicious?” I ask, no longer masking my impatience, ignoring the new speed my heartbeat has picked up.

      “A kind of sketchy looking guy dropped it off,” Annie says. “He wasn’t one of the usual delivery people, and he wasn’t wearing a uniform.”

      “What did he look like?”

      “Um,” Annie hesitates, eyes flickering toward the hall as if she’s regretting this whole exchange, wishing she’d just handled the potential explosive herself.

      “What did he look like, Annie?”

      “Kind of like you, sir.”

      Fuck. It’s vague and maybe a little racist, but it leaves no question who the sender is. I rise and march out to the front desk, Annie following behind me nervously. She’s right that the unmarked package is suspicious, but I don’t hesitate to grab it and rip the cardboard open. My former employer doesn’t deal in bombs or booby traps. Whatever this is, it’s going to be a message, and hopefully not the kind that comes in the form of a severed limb. Messages are meant to be seen by the living, not by the recently blown-to-bits. That’s what I tell myself as I confidently tear the box open, and Annie shrinks against the wall.

      It’s just a mask.

      A black ski mask, like the one I’d wear on kills.

      Like the one I wore when I was sent to kill Selina.

      It’s a reminder, or a threat, or both.

      I almost wish he’d just sent his new hit man. At least then we’d be cutting straight to the chase, instead of dealing in all this cryptic bullshit. I crumple the ski mask into a ball and toss it into the garbage bin next to Annie’s desk, unable to swallow the groan of frustration that accompanies the motion.

      “Sir?” the woman says from behind me.

      “What now?”

      “I… I think I quit.”
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      As if the trauma of the engagement party wasn’t enough, Isla insists on throwing me a bridal shower. Well, I talked her down to that, her original pitch was for a bachelorette party. Javier would never let me go on a weekend trip to Vegas, even if I wanted to. So, bridal shower it is. That can’t be worse than penis-shaped cakes and male strippers, right?

      After the expense of the wedding gown and the dress for the engagement party, Vega wouldn’t let me buy a new outfit for this. I find something in the back of my closet that I bought last spring and never ended up wearing. It’s out of season, but it’ll have to do. Simple and elegant, just my style. The white A-line dress has gold sequined vines and blossoms curving down the bodice, and the signature fabric hugs my hips the way I like. I pair it with my nude red-bottoms and swipe on some crimson lipstick at the last minute. I’ll need it to face down the room full of vipers I’m about to walk into.

      “Is that what you’re wearing?” Miel asks when I meet her in the foyer. My babysitter for the night is wearing a black Chanel dress out of my closet, and her usual razor-sharp eyeliner. “Isn’t that dress kind of… plain?”

      “It’s Valentino,” I snap, jerking my coat over my shoulders. Evenings are finally starting to get a little chilly.

      “Whatever,” Miel says, throwing her hands up in mock defeat. Recently, things have been warmer between us than they’ve been in months. But not that much warmer, apparently. “Let’s go, we’re late already.”

      “You know we’re just going down the street, right?” I ask, following her out to the car.

      “Your whole driveway is a street, and so is theirs,” Miel gripes. She’s right. By the time we get to the del Reys’ place, drop the car with the valet, and climb up their obnoxiously ornate front steps, we’re pretty much the last ones there. Which usually I wouldn’t give a shit about, but tonight, everyone turns to stare as I walk in. Isla shrieking and running in my direction doesn’t particularly help.

      “Wifey in the house!” she crows, waving her arms at me as if to direct any remaining stray eyes. She’s wearing a dramatic dress, with crystals dripping down the neckline and wide split-sleeves that give the appearance of a cape. Why is she wearing white? Aren’t bride rules in effect? And why do I suddenly give a shit?

      “Not a wifey quite yet,” I lie through gritted teeth, forcing a smile as she grabs my hand and leads me into the center of the room.

      “Oh, I know,” Isla chirps, sitting me down and somehow immediately handing me a flute of pink Veuve Clicquot, before settling down in the armchair right next to mine. “You’re not ready yet. But after tonight, you’ll be an expert.”

      “Oh my god,” I breathe, looking up at the gaggle of women milling around the room. Some are distracted by the bubbly and their own little conversations, but too many are still looking at me. I’d rather be assaulted by male strippers in whatever costumes suit Isla’s particular fancy—sailors, maybe?—than have to listen to a word of marital advice from these bitches. If a single one of them says to never go to bed angry, I’ll find the gun Miel inevitably has on her and shoot myself.

      “But we’ll get to that later,” Isla says, with a syrupy voice that sets off alarms in my head. “First, you have to tell us everything. Oh my god, how’s the sex? I’ve seen your man’s tats, I bet he likes it rough.”

      My stomach falls as the room snickers as one. My eyes land on Miel’s. Her face is stony and expressionless. I don’t know how much she knows, but judging from the way she reacted to finding out we’re sleeping together, in the most literal sense of the word, I don’t think she would approve of the truth. Well, not that the truth is much more exciting than that. Despite the touches that last a little too long, and the lingering glances that bear more heat every day, we have yet to even kiss since that night we fucked in my bathroom, so long ago.

      “I don’t,” I begin, fighting the urge to down the whole flute of champagne and then reach for the bottle. “We haven’t—”

      “Oh, come on,” Isla says, giving the room a goofy can-you-believe-this-bitch look like this is some kind of comedy special. “We all know you’re not saving yourself for marriage. That ship sailed a long time ago.”

      Fucking bitch. Just because your husband hasn’t touched you in years doesn’t mean you get to live vicariously through my sex life. It’s on the tip of my tongue, right next to, As far as I know, my husband may never touch me again, either. And if I’m being honest with myself, I really, really fucking want him to, even though I still hate his guts.

      Instead, I smile demurely at the crowd. “A lady never tells. Not until after a few more glasses of champagne, anyway.”

      Isla shrieks with delight, and the other women giggle. I can’t make myself look at Miel, though I desperately need her approval.

      “Get the DeLeón!” Isla shouts at no one in particular. “We’re doing shots until this slut tells us every dirty detail.”

      “I can’t—” I begin, but she’s cutting me off with a hand on my forearm.

      “Don’t be stupid,” she says in a low voice, leaning in close so the other women can’t hear us. “Of course we’re not doing shots.”

      “What?” I ask, as servers bring out trays of what definitely looks like shots, which the guests swoop in on eagerly.

      “Come with me,” Isla says, grabbing my arms and pulling me out of the room. With the crowd swarming and screaming over the tequila shots, we somehow slip past Miel’s watchful eyes and into the empty hallway.

      “What are you doing?” I ask nervously, feeling unmoored without my keeper. Not to mention, Isla’s acting weird as hell, pulling me in way too close for comfort.

      “You can tell me,” she says, her face more earnest than I’ve ever seen it, her voice a couple octaves lower than her usual screech.

      “Tell you what?”

      “The truth,” she says. “Selina, something is weird with you. I know you and Javier, if that’s even his real name, got married weeks ago, way before the engagement party. It was the day after you called me in a panic, asking weird questions. There’s something off about this guy, your fiancé or husband or whatever. He came out of nowhere and now he’s everywhere. Are you in trouble? You can tell me, I’ll help you.”

      Fuck. I don’t get this woman. I thought I knew her—she wasn’t that hard to pin down, with the shallow insecurity, endless need for attention, and all that—but this is someone I’ve never met before. Someone… nice?

      But I don’t get to decide if I would have told her, if I would have trusted her, because Miel joins us in the hall just then.

      “You should come back out here,” she says, barely a hint of faux politeness in her tone. “Your guests are waiting.”

      “Selina,” Isla insists, grabbing my arms tighter. “Is she in on it? I can call my security. Seriously, tell me.”

      Miel’s eyebrows rise, and I nod my head at her. I know what I have to do.

      “Isla, everything is fine,” I say, pulling myself out of her hold. Damn, this sucks. “It all happened so fast because we’re in love. And maybe you can’t recognize that, because your own marriage is so loveless, but it’s true. And maybe you need to turn everything around you into some crazy drama to fill a sad little void in your own life, but leave me out of it. I’m absolutely fine.”

      “Selina—”

      I march back into the party without waiting for a response, blinking back tears in my own eyes. Maybe I didn’t need to be so cruel about it, but this is the only way to ensure she won’t keep prying. She won’t care about me anymore, because she’ll hate me. It’s for her own protection.

      I grab two shots before Miel can stop me and down them both, one after the other, the sharp burn of the alcohol making fresh tears spark in my eyes. The worst part is, I know I didn’t just do it to protect myself or Isla from Javier’s wrath. I did it to protect him, not because I felt forced, but because I wanted to.

      I wanted to help him over myself.
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      Something happened at the bridal shower.

      I can tell as soon as the women get back, the silence between them even more awkward than usual, a hint of tequila on Selina’s breath. And maybe I should just leave it alone, at least until I get the full story from Miel in the morning, but with my wife in that perfectly fitted dress and lush scarlet lips, I can’t help myself.

      “Did you have fun?” I ask Selina, watching her as she plucks the pearls from her ears, abandoning the expensive studs haphazardly on the vanity. Is she going to ask for help with her dress again? I would kill—literally—for a chance to help her slip out of her clothes again.

      “Nope,” Selina snaps simply, taking a wipe to her face. I watch the blush, the smoky eyeshadow, the lashes disappear, but then she reaches toward those red lips, and my heart sinks. I want to watch those a little longer, watch them work nothing but words, if that’s all I get tonight. She hesitates too, as if sensing my feelings. “Why are you staring at me? What do you want?”

      “Just trying to make a little conversation, find out how your night went,” I reply, not dishonestly, leaning against the bedpost.

      “Well, it sucked ass,” Selina says, sounding a bit more like Miel than usual. “You’re welcome.”

      You’re welcome? What the hell is that supposed to mean?

      “What happened? Was Isla a bitch?” I press, standing up and moving closer. “Tell me, princesa.”

      “Don’t pretend to give a shit,” my wife says, and her face is reflected back at me in the mirror, a mess of emotions I’m not sure I know how to identify on her yet. “You just want to know if I did anything stupid, anything to betray you.”

      Well, that too, but Miel would have told me already if that was the case. I close the distance between us and rest my hands on her shoulders, an unfamiliar gesture of comfort that probably feels as wrong to her as it does to me. “I’m not pretending, I do care. I’m your husband—”

      “Why do you do this?” she interrupts in a voice nearing a hysterical scream, spinning on her red soles to face me. Her face is furious, more violence in it than she should be brave enough to show around me, but perhaps it’s the champagne and tequila coursing through her veins that has brought out this foolish bravado. “You act like it’s about the money, or the vengeance, or whatever sad little backstory you refuse to talk to me about, but it’s not. It’s about me, and your obsession, and this sick sense of ownership you feel over me. Believe it or not, just because you blackmailed me into marrying you doesn’t change anything between us. I’m still your hostage, and you’re a killer, and I will never feel anything more than Stockholm Syndrome for you, no matter how much you pretend to care about me.”

      Fuck, her words hit me like a slap. Not because my feelings are hurt, although her words cut deeper than I’d ever admit, but because she triggers such rage in me. She’s right, and I know that, I always have. What she doesn’t understand is that I do these things for her, I play at gentleness for her. When she throws those gifts back in my face, it makes me want to throw her down on the bed and show her that no matter how hard her mind tries to fight it, her body wants me as badly as I want her.

      It’s what I’ve been dying to do since the first night I met her, what has become increasingly difficult to fight with each passing day that she continues to resist me.

      “That’s not what I want,” I tell her, pushing my fists into my pockets in an attempt to suppress the dark urges flooding me. “If you think I don’t own you, princesa, you’re sadly mistaken, but that doesn’t mean this can’t be good for you, too.”

      I don’t necessarily mean sex, honestly. I mean that she can keep her life of sin and luxury, of ballgowns and diamonds, but the flash in my captive’s eyes tells me her mind goes directly to the dirty night we spent together in her bathroom. Selina spits out a harsh, humorless laugh, rolling her eyes toward the ceiling. “Oh, typical man. Just because we fucked once and yeah, I happened to cum, you think you’re hot shit? Guess what, you had nothing to do with that. I could’ve been riding anyone, hell, even a dildo would suffice—”

      My blood was already running hot at her insolence, but even the briefest suggestion of her with another man is the flint that sets me on fire. Before I realize quite what I’m doing, my princess is against the wall, my hand at her throat. She whimpers slightly, her breathing heavy, but keeps her jaw set and doesn’t take her eyes off me. It reminds me of that first night we entered her home, the way she puts up a fight even when she knows the battle is already lost. She does it as a defense against me, but it only serves to make me want her more.

      Damn it. I really did just want to know how her night went. And now, she’s unleashed something that neither of us can control.

      “You think that’s how it is?” I breathe to her, the pressure of her heaving breasts against my chest drawing my body closer to hers, pinning her harder against the wall. “Or do you push my buttons on purpose, Selina, so that I’ll be forced to prove you wrong?”

      She says nothing, for once, my captive, my wife, my salvation. Her eyes are wide in fear, or perhaps desire. Perhaps both.

      “Get on the bed,” I tell her, releasing my grip on her throat. She falls forward a little, but quickly recovers. Her eyes are somehow wider than they were before, but she’s not moving toward the bed yet. I take another step toward her, summoning every inch of my stature. “Now.”

      She gulps and scurries toward the bed, scrambling onto the silk sheets like a good girl. I may not have memorized all her minute facial tics yet, but I do know Selina well enough by now to know that if she didn’t truly want this, she’d be fighting me every step of the way, and that knowledge makes my cock strain against my pants. This might not have been her original intention in provoking me, just as it wasn’t my original intention in prodding her for conversation, but now that we’re here, she’s as hungry as I am. She wants me inside her again, and if she needs the pretense of force to get us there, well, that’s a service I’m happy to provide.

      I’m not a man in the habit of keeping rope in the bedroom—yet—and this stupid suit isn’t worn with a belt, so I’m left to improvise. I shrug out of my jacket, watching the way Selina’s eyes follow my every move, then tear my white shirt off, not bothering to unbutton the damn thing. She gasps as the tiny buttons scatter across the room, then again as I rip a long strip off.

      “That’s Gucci,” she breathes, as if I give a damn. As if she gives a damn. She has so much money—we have so much money—a warehouse full of our cash could burn down and we wouldn’t even notice.

      “Lay down,” I tell her, and she instantly obeys, the worrying of her bottom lip, still red as blood and just as delicious, the only sign of hesitance. “Give me your left hand.”

      “What?” she asks, but her hand is already reaching out to me, uncertain. I grasp her wrist easily and wrap the thin strip of fabric around it, tying a tight knot. It’s not the strongest of binds, but it will suffice for tonight. Selina whimpers quietly at the movement, but doesn’t protest. The other end I tie to the bedpost, then rip another strip from the shirt. “What are you doing?”

      “What you want,” I say, moving to the foot of the bed and reaching for her thin ankle, slipping the stiletto off her foot. I see her shudder at my touch, instinctively trying to pull away, but I don’t let her. In a moment, her ankle is tied to the bedpost too. “What you asked for.”

      “I didn’t ask for this,” Selina says sharply, but still doesn’t fight me. Her right wrist is bound now, stretching her arms wide. Her thinly quavering fingers grasp the ties for support, but don’t pull at them.

      “You want to cum?” I say, tilting my voice up like a question, but not waiting for an answer. “This time I’m leaving you no room for arguing who might have gotten you there.”

      I emphasize my point by pulling the last bind extra tight, jerking her right foot wide and making her yelp. She’s completely spread out now, her body erotically inviting even with all her clothes still on. Fuck, I cannot wait to find out what my wife’s pussy tastes like.

      “It doesn’t have to be like…” Selina begins, but trails off as I climb onto the bed with her, making her eyes go wide and her body slant toward me. It doesn’t matter what she was going to say. It was a lie, and we both know it.

      First, I straddle her, not putting my full weight on her slim hips, but just enough so she can feel how hard she’s made my dick. She makes a tiny sound, maybe a moan, and I lean in for a kiss. At the last moment she turns her face away, the only part of her body she has any control over anymore. Fine. It stings more than it should, but it doesn’t matter. I can prove my point without a damn kiss.

      I move backward on the bed, watching her watch me. When I stop and reach for the hem of her white dress, she tries to pull away, wiggling those hips back and forth. Damn, watching her body writhe only makes me harder. I move her skirt up slowly, pushing my hands along her toned thighs as I go. Her breathing is starting to speed up, but still she tries uselessly to fight my possession. When my hands reach her panties, a teasing lace thong, she finally stills, freezing at my touch. God, I want to touch the meeting of her thighs so badly, need to find out how wet my princess is for me, but I swallow back the urge. Instead, I lean my face in close and exhale against the spot. Even through the fabric of her panties she must feel it, because she lets out a thin whine, a quiet sound that screams of the battle in her mind, in her heart. Her body, however, has long given up. Holding her thighs firmly in place, I run the tip of my nose along the pale lace, inhaling the musky scent of her feminine warmth. Fuck, she is wet, soaked for my touch. It makes me want to rip those panties to shreds and plunge my starving cock into her, claiming what is mine without one more moment of patience, but that’s not what we’re doing tonight. Tonight, I’m teaching her body how good it feels to belong to me, conditioning her to crave my touch. This is how I finally break her, by making her feel like I’m putting her shattered pieces back together again.

      I take the lace in my teeth and pull, letting the warmth of my breath tease her flesh as I ever so slowly work those panties down her thighs. Her legs are spread so wide that they don’t make it down very far, so I break my own rules for a moment and reach my hands up, tearing the lace forcefully and tossing the torn garment aside. Selina jumps at the movement, but stays stubbornly silent. That’s fine. She’ll be screaming by the end of the night, and it won’t be because of a nightmare.

      Using my fingertips to steady her legs, I kiss the inside of her left knee softly, then the right. I work my way up her inner thighs, and when I reach the juicy spots of flesh closest to her pussy, I give it a suckle, hard enough to leave a mark. Selina inhales sharply, hips bucking, but I grip her legs tighter and go in again, soothing the sensitive spot with a gentle lick, then cooling it with a light blow, then viciously sucking on it again.

      “Javier,” Selina moans at last, unable to stop herself. Fuck, that sound goes straight to my cock. I let myself look at her pussy for the first time, bare and stretched out before me. I’ve been inside it, of course, but that was a rushed affair. Tonight I’m taking my time, getting to know each fold of her intimately. Her cunt is a pinker shade than the rest of her, glistening with need, clit swollen already, inner channel clenching hungrily around nothing. The soft curls I felt last time aren’t there anymore, she must have waxed recently. Did she do that for me?

      My tongue darts out, giving her a long, artless lick. I just need to know what she tastes like, I can’t wait a moment longer. Her hips buck again, taking her nearly out of my reach. I don’t think she’s fighting me anymore, not purposely, which means she simply cannot control herself. It makes me smile, the thought of my ever-poised, perfect princess being a wiggler. But I don’t have the patience to wrangle her tonight. That first taste was intoxicating, and I’m desperate to feast on her delectable body. I hook my arms around her legs, resting my elbows on the mattress and locking her down, then go in for more. God, I almost forget that I’m doing this for her, the feeling of her velvet folds against my tongue is so luxurious. But then the heady moan from above brings me back to my cause. I’m making my wife cum tonight, as many times as she can handle. And if we go all night, well, then we go all night.

      She’s so worked up, it only takes a few more moments to send her over the edge, her body thrashing in its binds, lips moaning wordlessly through her release. I don’t pause, though, pressing a finger inside her and curving it against her g-spot, suckling on her throbbing clit.

      “Javier— Don’t— I can’t—” Selina stutters out in gasping breaths, but I do, and she can. I give her a moment, pulling back and rubbing her clit with my thumb gently as she spasms through her orgasm, watching her toes curl and her lashes flutter over unseeing eyes.

      “Who made you cum like that?” I ask as she settles down, her breathing still ragged and eyes glazed. “Tell me.”

      She remains silent, so I give her red-hot clit a little flick, snapping my fingertip against it roughly. She whines at that, rolling her head back in defeat and closing her eyes. “You did, Vega. You made me cum. Twice.”

      My ego and my cock inflate at her words, but if she thinks that her punishment—and pleasure—ends here, she’s sorely mistaken.
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      I don’t notice the marks on my wrist until I’m washing my face the next morning. Tender, painful, and undeniable: just like the point Javier proved last night. I glance down at my feet and find the same marks around my ankles. Fuck. Summer is over, but we’re still stuck in the hellish vortex of a southern fall, where days can blaze hot with no warning. I pull on jeans and a sweater, hoping the next couple days will remain reasonably cool. I already fear that the other members of this household heard my cries last night. The last thing I need is to raise further questions about what’s been going on in my bed. Our bed. For some reason, that’s the thought that makes me blush, the idea of a body warming my bed for longer than a night, or at most a couple weeks. My captor, my husband, is here to stay. My nightmares brought him here, but what transpired between us last night will surely make him stay. Right? For a moment, my heart slows at the thought of spending a night alone, and then it stops completely at the thought that I would even care. What the fuck is wrong with me? Just because he made me cum a couple times—okay, a lot of times—doesn’t undo any of the horrible things he’s done to me, continues to do to me. Just because my panties are already dampening at the thought of letting him between my legs again doesn’t mean my mind wants it. And just because my mind definitely fucking wants it doesn’t mean it should.

      Fucking Stockholm Syndrome. It’s claimed my pussy and the weaker parts of my brain. Now all I can do is save my heart from succumbing to the same fate.

      Screwed up as it may be, sleeping in my captor’s arms seems to be the only thing that keeps the nightmares at bay, a task no amount of meditation or self-medication has ever been able to accomplish. Though he may be the cause of all my misery, Javier has also become the only solid thing to lean against through my trauma, the only constant in an ever-changing world of chaos. That’s why I keep fighting him every step of the way, because I am only too aware of how easily I could fall fully into him. Not in love, of course, not real love. Even my fucked up heart is incapable of such betrayal. But perhaps a partnership, like he said. A symbiotic relationship, where I’m the tiny fish living in the toothy big fish’s mouth. He needs me, and I need him, to survive him.

      An army of Georgia’s best psychologists couldn’t figure this one out, and I certainly don’t have the time or mental energy to sort it out for myself. So I do what I do best, and shove it deep inside, behind a door whose only key is a full bottle of merlot, maybe even two. If I survive this living nightmare, much less escape it, I’ll unpack my deep-seated emotional issues then. And to survive it, I can’t let myself fall into the spiral of self-hatred that is the inevitable next station on this train of thought. For now, my mind is busy enough with wedding planning and revenge plotting.
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      Well, maybe my mind isn’t busy enough, judging by the way my pulse jumps into hyperspeed when Vega gets back to the house for lunch later that day. I force myself to relax, taking some subtle deep inhalations, then place his plate in front of him at the kitchen table as calmly as I did everyone else’s. I almost get away with it, too.

      “Gracias, princesita,” he says, and when I glance down at him, he’s smirking at me. Fuck. One of my sleeves has rolled up a bit, revealing angry pink markings. I pull it down quickly and look around fervently, making sure no one else saw. Thankfully, I seem to be in the clear.

      I’ve just sat down with my own lunch when Miel bursts in, not panicked but definitely with a wilder look than usual in her eye.

      “Kate, um,” I begin, sensing that the mood in this room is about to change from something that is safe for her consumption to something that is not. “Can you… Do you mind…”

      “I’ll just eat this on the patio,” she says knowingly, sparing me the need to come up with an excuse. “It’s a nice day out, anyway.”

      As she leaves, the older woman shoots Miel a disapproving look, which Miel returns all too eagerly.

      “What happened?” Vega asks once Kate is safely out of earshot, but Miel cuts her eyes my way this time. I move to stand and leave, more out of habit than anything else, but Javier shakes his head at me. “It’s okay. Go on, Miel.”

      Everyone shifts slightly at that, the air in the room thickening just the tiniest bit. My lungs expand, and I do my best to stay small, not draw too much more attention to myself. Could it be? Did my newlywed husband mean it, when he said I could be a part of things?

      “Um, they’ve found us,” Miel says, still glancing at me uncomfortably every few moments. “Not us us. But they’re outside our clients’ places, not all, but a lot of them. They’re not doing anything. Just watching. Making sure we know that they know, that they’re on to us.”

      “The police?” I ask, the words nervously slipping out before I can swallow them down. Everyone in the room turns to look at me—so much for keeping a low profile. Of course we’re not concerned about the police, they’ve been under Vega’s control since whatever happened with the mayor.

      “No, princesa,” Vega says. He doesn’t elaborate, but he doesn’t need to. There’s only one other entity that would be of concern to them. To us. My eyes drop down to the mark on Vega’s forearm, one long stripe and two short ones. The mark of El Sombrerón. His arms are crossed, drawing the muscle tight, and he’s rubbing his thumb over the tattoo slowly, nearly imperceptibly. I don’t think he knows he does that when he’s on edge. I don’t think I should care. “You know what? Let’s cut our losses. We’ve moved on to bigger things than those old clients, anyway. Let’s just forget about them.”

      “So just… what?” Miel asks what I’m thinking. “Stop collecting payments? Forgive their debts?”

      “Not forgiven, just forgotten,” Vega says, nodding at himself, shoulders rolling back decisively. “Let them, and him, know that we don’t need to worry ourselves with such shallow pockets anymore.”

      “And that we’re chickenshits,” Miel says, keeping her voice low. I swallow my reactions. I’ve never really seen her oppose Vega like this, not in front of me. I’ve never been here for a shop-talk discussion like this before, though. “Not to mention what it would do to our reputation with the rest of our clients. When the boss gets soft, word travels fast.”

      “So tell me, if I’m such a weak boss, what would you do instead?” Vega demands, a dangerous calm in his tone.

      “What would have been your first call, if you weren’t so worried about your pretty little princess getting her perfect skin carved off,” Miel says. Now I can’t help but let my brows shoot up. Is that really on the table? What the fuck kind of monster are we dealing with? Vega stands, a silent warning, and Miel shrinks visibly, but keeps her chin held high. “We send a message back, a louder one. Next time they show up at our clients’ places, all they find is bodies.”

      “You can’t just kill innocent people to send a message,” I say, my mouth voicing my thoughts before I give it permission to.

      “No one is innocent,” Miel says, staring me down, the ice in her eyes a screaming reminder of my own past sins.

      “That’s still insane,” I say, standing my ground. I don’t care if it costs me my seat at the table. If I’m going to be a part of things, the least I can do is try to save a life, even though I know my opinion means jack shit to these people.

      “You got a better idea, princesita?” Miel says mockingly. God, I hate it when she calls me that.

      Vega says nothing, just eyes me curiously, waiting to see if I’ll bite. Shit. Is this where I’m supposed to prove myself, show that I’m capable of contributing to the team? The only thing I know about their lifestyle—my new lifestyle—is what I’ve seen in movies. All I’m an expert on is high society bullshit.

      “I do,” I say carefully, an idea settling into place. My husband raises an eyebrow. “What if you… we just don’t do anything?”

      Miel scoffs, rolling her eyes at Javier. He ignores her. “What do you mean, Selina?”

      “I mean, instead of retreating, or fucking killing people for no reason, we just keep showing up, super casual, like we don’t even give a shit?” This is the same strategy I’ve used when dealing with various scandals over the years, or when boys broke my heart in high school, but I’m not about to tell these gangsters that. Not when Miel is already looking at me so skeptically. “That’s still a powerful message. That says that we don’t care, that we can’t be intimidated, that we’re not afraid of their passive aggressive bullshit.”

      Is it still passive aggressive if there’s a chance of my skin getting carved off down the line?

      “Interesting,” Vega says, and I swear even Miel looks slightly less self-assured, but then she pops a stick of gum in her mouth and becomes unreadable again. “That’s still not enough, though. Miel, let’s do your thing, but only one body. Badly beaten will do, no need to go all the way. Selina’s right, killing them all is psychotic. Come talk to me in the study tonight and we’ll nail down a plan.”

      What? Is that it? Am I supposed to be okay with that, with letting some random stranger get nearly killed, or maybe totally killed, to prove a point? I know we’re not the good guys here, but damn, I thought we were at least better than this.

      I stay silent, picking at the rest of my lunch, appetite long gone. I should be grateful that they even let me contribute. I didn’t really believed that they’d take my advice. Nevertheless, it still hurt a bit, to be shut down so instantly. I didn’t think my idea was that stupid, though sure, I guess it lacked the guts and gore of Miel’s. And I’m okay with that. It’s insane enough that this is becoming my new normal. I’m not letting them break me down so completely that I become as soulless as they are.

      “Can I talk to you?” I say to Vega, again falling victim to a case of my mouth speaking before my brain has a chance to process the wisdom of such an action.

      Miel rolls her eyes and groans loudly, but I stand and grab Vega’s arm anyway, tugging him toward the laundry room just off the kitchen. I don’t know why my feelings are so hurt, why I’m being such a nag, but I have a sneaking suspicion it’s my stupid hormones, making too much out of what happened between us last night. I shut the laundry room door behind us and spin to face Vega, trying to get ahold of the conflicting emotions swarming inside me.

      “I thought you said I was part of things now,” I say softly, knowing it won’t take much to make my words sound whiny, childish. “But then you just shut me out, like I’m still just an annoyance.”

      “You are,” Vega says, making me cut my eyes at him harshly. I’m sure I’m an annoyance to him, but he doesn’t have to be such a dick about it. “Part of things, I mean. But you’re new to this. Hell, you’re even new to the running of Café Palacios. You don’t understand how these things work yet, princesa.”

      Maybe he has a point, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to let him poke at my failings so easily. No, I don’t know how to run my own company, or a crime empire, or even most household appliances, but I sure as hell can run my damn mouth.

      “And how many weeks, months, years, until I am ready enough for you? Will I ever be? Or will you always have a new excuse, one more reason to brush me off, while still pretending that I owe you any kind of allegiance? Fuck, I know this is all bullshit: the marriage, the so-called partnership, me letting you in my bed like you’re not literally holding me hostage, but I thought—”

      “It’s not all bullshit,” Vega interrupts, and there’s a slightly mocking smile teasing his lips even as rage churns through me. “I thought we proved that last night.”

      For a moment I can’t breathe, caught up in the forbidden memories of his tongue expertly lapping at my pussy, and the overwhelming sense of indignation that he would dare bring that up right now.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I breathe, and though his expression remains light, I see his nostrils flare. I’m pushing too far, overstepping my bounds, but I can’t stop myself. I can’t do anything else that my instincts scream at me to do, can’t run, can’t fight his ever-tightening hold on me. So I snap at him, let my attitude get the best of me even when I know it will only make things worse. “Is that what this is all really about? You just want to see me naked? You just want to get your dick wet, just want to brag to your guys that you took down the infamous Selina Palacios? That your prisoner, your victim, your fucking ‘princesa’ is also now your whore?”

      He doesn’t stop me like he did last night, doesn’t grab me and silence me with that special mix of passion and violence that he wears so well. He probably doesn’t feel like dealing with me, has better things to worry about, but his lack of response to my accusations pokes at an all-too-familiar wound. He’s not shutting me up because what I’m saying is true. I am just a piece of ass to him. A complicated, twisted, lots-of-strings-attached piece of ass. And damn if I didn’t make it easy for him. He didn’t even have to try, I spread my legs wide open for him at the first opportunity, and have continued to do so even as our situation gets more and more fucked up. I was an idiot to believe I would ever be more than a toy to him. Tears prick at my eyes, and I should walk away, get out of here before things get worse, but some dark, self-despising part of myself has been activated. So I do the only thing that could make me hate myself more than I already do in this moment.

      “It’s true, isn’t it?” I say steadily, my shaking hands reaching out and hooking on the waistband of his jeans. His hands fly up at the sudden movement, but don’t reach to stop me as I unfasten the button and tug at the zipper. “This is all you want from me. Other than my money, of course, but a fistful of hundred dollar bills doesn’t make your cock quite feel this good.” He’s opening his mouth to speak now, but I can’t bear to hear what he has to say, what pathetic excuses he’ll make to assuage my feelings, or worse, the admissions that I’m correct. His lips clamp shut and he swallows hard as my fist closes around his shaft, already beginning to harden. I stroke him gently, swallowing back the butterflies that begin to swarm in my belly as I feel him swell in my hand. Anyone could walk in on us here: Kate, Miel, the guys. But it’s too late to stop now. I’m already lowering to the ground, pulling his cock all the way out of his jeans. “You never wanted me by your side. You just want me like this, on my knees.”

      I don’t take him in my mouth immediately, gulping hard at the sight of the thick member I’m suddenly face to face with. I remember the feeling of it inside me, stretching my inner walls to their limit. My throat hurts already, imagining taking the full length of him. Instead, I start slow, licking his pink head gently. It’s already wet with precum, the taste warm and salty on my tongue. I hear him inhale sharply at the touch, but he still remains stubbornly immobile. I go in again, slower, longer this time. On the third time, I part my lips and take him in my mouth. His flesh is velvety and smooth, and without quite meaning to, my hand reaches up to cup his balls as my mouth works his shaft. This time he groans, a visceral and erotic sound. His hand knots around my hair, not violently, but a possessive motion that makes my hips squirm. Even now, lost in outrage and heartbreak, with his cock filling my throat, he awakens something heated and dangerous deep within me, something I’ve never felt before.

      “Fuck, princesa. Just like that,” he murmurs, but I can barely hear him over the rush of blood in my ears and the thrumming of the washer behind us. He keeps his grip tight on my hair, but doesn’t fuck my mouth. He lets me lead, lets me control the depth, rhythm, speed. He cues me with moans, murmurs, and caresses, each gentle touch or sharp squeeze making my heartbeat escalate. Inexplicably, I feel more power in this moment, down on my knees in submission, than I have in months. Not because I could bite down at any moment and ruin his whole life—although the thought does flit across my mind for the briefest of moments, a survival instinct deep inside me that still holds out hope for escape, or at least vengeance. No, it’s the way he moans my name that makes me feel like I’m a queen in my own right, not just the captive heiress of a meaningless title, a figurehead capable of nothing but looking pretty in a crown. I have all the control in this moment, not of his pain or punishment, but of his ultimate pleasure. When his hot seed coats the back of my throat, I swallow it down greedily, luxuriating in the sound of his heavy panting and the lingering touch of his hand in my hair. For a moment, one bittersweet, senseless moment, I let myself believe that there is hope for me, for us, after all.
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      Miel was really fucking pissed when I told her we’d be going with Selina’s option over hers after all. She accused me of being swayed by my dick, which while not incorrect, isn’t the whole truth. The thing is, I decided that Selina’s suggestion was the best course of action from the start. I just wasn’t going to let her know that, of course. An asshole move, sure, but the last thing my little captive needs is to start growing an ego. She’ll belong in my world, I’ll make sure of that, but she can’t have it that easily. And sure, maybe part of me likes it when she’s pissed at me. It’s fucked up, but I love the way her eyes flash at me in fury, the way she bites her red lips when she’s trying not to say whatever she’s inevitably going to say anyway. I must’ve gotten very lucky today, because I didn’t just get that, I got my princess on her knees, sucking me off so artfully I almost forgot she hates me.

      And she sure fucking hates me. Her little speech made that infinitely clear. She’s wrong, though. Of course this isn’t just about me wanting to get laid. Taking her was an arduous ordeal, one that cost me everything I’d ever known. Keeping her might cost me my life. No pussy is worth that much trouble. No, my so-called obsession with her goes so much deeper, is so much darker. I wonder, if I told her, if the truth would make her feel better or a lot worse.

      I should have told her something, even a lie, to make her feel better, to help her realize that her fears are unfounded. That’s what a good guy would have done, a guy who deserves a girl like that on her knees. But a man like me, a man who wants her shattered into pieces, wants her dark and twisted, feeds off her panic. The harder she breaks, the easier it will be to put her pieces back into something that can belong to me.

      God, that damn mouth, though. The passing memory alone is enough to bring me to half-mast, even sitting here in Atlanta traffic. If I knew how good it would feel, when she finally stopped talking back and put those lips to good use, I would’ve hurt her feelings a lot sooner.

      “Javi, what the fuck?” Miel says next to me, and for a moment I fear she’s seen the hardening bulge in my pants. But no, she’s gesturing at the open road ahead of us, traffic finally clearing. “Fucking go.”

      I fucking go, swerving around a few slower vehicles. We’ve lost enough time already. I can sense Miel’s nerves, and they’re becoming contagious with each passing moment we’re stuck in this metal box together. Miel is a loose cannon when she’s nervous, and I’m beginning to wonder if her increasing anxiety might lead to a dead body on our hands after all. My friend’s philosophy has always been to hurt before being hurt, to kill before being killed. It keeps her alive, but creates more messes for me to clean up. I’m in no mood to be handed one more mess this year.

      We pull up at Kevin Hopkins’s apartment complex with about twenty minutes left before the sun goes down, making things twice as dangerous. I haven’t been here in a couple months, having handed off the daily upkeep of our secondary business to Miel once I took over Café Palacios. I take a parking spot by the rusted staircase, and Miel and I step out of the Hummer in sync, the slam of the heavy doors echoing across the empty lot. Well, mostly empty. Just like Miel reported, there’s another car just across the parking lot, and though the windows are tinted I can see two silhouettes sitting in wait, staring at us. I don’t need to see their faces to know who it is. Like Annie said, I’m assuming they look a lot like me, down to the tattoos on their arms.

      “Go up,” I tell Miel, walking around the back of the car. “Don’t worry, but make it quick.”

      Miel’s eyes beg to ask if I’m sure, but she doesn’t let her apprehension translate to her face. She just nods and takes the stairs two at a time, the gait showing off the Glock tucked into her waistband.

      Keeping my own face stony, I lean against the side of the Hummer that faces the other car, a cheap sedan. I cross my arms, pulling up the hem of my leather jacket with the motion and revealing my own weapon. Well, one of several I have on my body right now, not to mention the backup artillery in our trunk. I just stand there, staring down the men in the sedan, and they just stare back. Fuck. This is more stressful than if we just had a gunfight in this Decatur Heights parking lot and got it over with. I wait for them to step out of the car, point their weapons at me, or at least issue a direct threat. They don’t. They just wait and watch, until Miel bounds back down the stairway and we climb back into our car. I don’t speak until we’re back on the highway, and my heart rate has come back down to a speed that might not kill me.

      “Why wouldn’t they just take me?” I ask Miel, who turns her face my way, brows knitting up. “If they’re not under orders to kill, or at least take me, what are they doing?”

      “It’s just intimidation,” Miel says, looking more worried with me than with the situation. “He just wants us to know he knows where to find us.”

      “Then why not stake out the estate?” I ask, mostly to myself. “Since the engagement announcement, he’s known to find us there, too.”

      “Too many police,” Miel answers easily. That’s been worrying her, too, even knowing that the APD is firmly under our thumb now, not exactly a willing ally but no longer our enemy.

      “It’s going to be bad,” I say, admitting the inevitable. “When he does take me, take Selina, it’s going to be so much worse than death. That’s why he has his men under orders not to even engage. He doesn’t want to risk a fast death for me.”

      “If,” Miel corrects me, fidgeting in her seat. She’s not usually the one not jumping to the worst-case scenario. “They’re not going to take either of you, you’ve made sure of that. You’re too good, and Selina, well, she’s got a dozen men on her at any given moment.”

      I don’t love that phrasing, but she’s not wrong. With my own team, as well as the police backup, my pretty captive is better guarded than ever before. Still, it’s not enough.

      “Double the security for the wedding,” I say, taking the exit toward Johns Creek.

      “Impossible,” Miel says. “We already have as many officers as they can spare, and then some.”

      “Get H to find more hires from the private sector,” I tell her. “Hell, I’ll take mall cops. The more bodies to shoot through to get to us, the better.”

      Miel says nothing, but she’ll follow orders. Hopefully not too well, though. I don’t actually want mall cops at my wedding.

      “I wish I could just lock her up, keep her completely hidden,” I say, and I don’t realize I voiced the thought aloud until I hear it. I do, though. I wish I could keep my princess in a golden box, hopelessly captive but utterly hidden from the demons of my past. It’s the only way she’d be truly safe.

      “You know you can’t,” Miel says unnecessarily. Of course I know that. I appreciate that she doesn’t accompany it with some sort of dig, a probing comment about the nature of my relationship with our captive, a mocking accusation of me caring too much. “If you’re so worried about her, why don’t you arm her? Her wings seem plenty clipped lately. I think we could trust her with a switchblade or something, just so she has a hope of defending herself, if it comes down to it.”

      “It won’t come down to that,” I say confidently. “And I’m not arming her in any way. She’s not ready for that.”

      The fact is, my pretty captive will only need me as long as I’m her only protector, her only hope against our dark enemies. If I let her start calling shots, or give her any way to defend herself, she’ll leave. Maybe not now, and maybe she’ll never be strong enough to escape us, but as long as she feels capable, she’ll never let herself be fully mine. I need her broken and scared, and I don’t care if that makes me a selfish bastard. I’ll do whatever it takes to own Selina Palacios.
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      The wedding dress came in today, delivered with enough pomp and flair to make a celebrity blush. Kate and Miel help me carry the delicate garment into my walk-in, where I quickly shimmy out of my t-shirt and jeans. Kate helps me pull on the gown practicedly, just as she’s helped me put on countless elegant dresses over the years. This is the first time it’s ever made her tear up, though.

      “Your mother would be so proud,” Kate says, holding her chin in her hands, blinking back the moisture in her eyes. She doesn’t mean the words to hit me like a sucker punch, of course, but they do. My mother would be ashamed of me. My mother was a strong, independent woman, as cliché as that phrase may be, and as misguided as her intentions may have turned out to be. She would have died before letting herself be taken hostage like this, and she certainly wouldn’t have let the situation escalate this far.

      Miel steps in to help me fasten the back, and we all examine my reflection in the mirror. The dress is fitted perfectly, the skirt clinging to my hips in all the right places, the bejeweled silver capelet draping just so over my shoulders, which pull back straighter almost instinctively. This might look like a queen’s gown, but it fits like soldier’s armor.

      “Such a beautiful bride,” Kate goes on.

      “Thank you,” I say, pulling my hair up into a messy bun to show the collarpiece off better. “I don’t know how Mom would feel about my choice of groom, though. She always said she pictured me ending up with Teddy Harrington.”

      “She said that when you were ten?” Miel asks skeptically.

      “Well, she started saying it when I was six,” I say, fingering a loose thread by my left knee. My mother would have demanded a refund for such a flaw, would have been ranting about it for weeks.

      “Your mother would have just been happy to see you settling down,” Kate says, and I shift in my stilettos. Sure, I might be leaving my partying days behind, but I’m not sure my new life of crime counts as settling down. “A woman needs a husband to take care of her.”

      Well, I don’t know if that’s what my mother would have said, or what Kate herself is saying. My mother married my father to piss her own parents off, and though I don’t doubt they were in love, at least in the beginning, that love turned into a lot of tears and yelling over the years. Knowing what I do now about the kind of pressure they were dealing with, being involved in a life of crime themselves, I think I might understand that a bit better. Turning our family’s business into a drug front tore them apart, and now, taking it back again is bringing me and my unexpected husband closer together. We just have to survive the decision.

      “Kate, can you get us some drinks to celebrate?” I ask, and I see Miel cut me a look in the floor-length mirror. “Just tea is fine.”

      Kate nods and scurries off, wiping at her eyes as she exits the closet. It’s getting harder and harder to breathe easily around her, let alone speak. I’m glad she’s free from Vega’s captivity, although she walked right into another cage, one she isn’t even aware of. And I’m happy to have her with me, but it’s not the way I thought it would be. I guess I foolishly believed that she could take care of me again, like she used to when I was younger, but this isn’t a breakup or a hangover she can nurse me through. Now, she’s just one more person I have to be wary of, tiptoeing around truths when I speak to her, constantly worried about what harm could befall her just for living in this house. I don’t know how much longer I can keep her safe from the reality of our new world, and I don’t know how to live with her while I wait for the other shoe to drop.

      “What’s up?” Miel asks, taking a seat on the ottoman to my right. “You have a face.”

      “Of course I have a face,” I say, turning to look at my reflection from the side.

      “A face like you want to ask me something,” Miel clarifies. “And you sent that old bat away, so I guess it’s something bad.”

      “Don’t call her that,” I say placidly. The truth is, Kate has made her dislike of Miel fairly clear, and I probably should be grateful Miel hasn’t done more in response than call her names.

      “Just fucking ask me whatever it is,” Miel says impatiently. I sigh and turn to face her directly.

      “Am I really going to get my skin carved off?” I ask, the words tumbling out in a slur.

      “No, of course not,” Miel says quickly, and I wish I could say she sounds convincing. “I’m sorry I said that, I didn’t mean to freak you out. I was just… I don’t know.”

      “But, it’s still going to be bad, right?” I ask, growing uncomfortable with the prolonged eye contact and turning back to the mirror. “If Vega can’t stop him, or protect me.”

      “You shouldn’t worry about that,” Miel says, which sounds a lot like an affirmation. I wish everyone would stop saying that to me. How the hell am I supposed to not worry, when I’m now no longer collateral damage but directly in the line of fire, and the only person on the team wholly incapable of defending themselves? “Javi is taking care of everything.”

      The first time I tried on this dress, it made me want to be strong. It made me want to fight for myself, even if that meant fighting beside my captors instead of against them. And then what? All I’ve done since then is piss off Isla del Rey and blow my husband in the laundry room.

      “Teach me to fight,” I say impulsively, turning back to face Miel. “Just, like, basic self defense. How to throw a punch, how to dodge one… how to shoot a gun.”

      Alright, maybe that last one isn’t basic self defense, but I don’t think a knee to the balls will be quite enough to fend off the monsters we’re dealing with. Miel looks taken aback by my question, and about as apprehensive as I would expect.

      “I’m not going to use it against y’all, I swear,” I say. Not yet, anyway. “I just… I’m scared, Miel, and I want to be able to defend myself if I have to, or at least try to.”

      “I don’t think Javi would like that,” Miel says after a moment, her eyes darting up toward the corners of the ceiling. There aren’t any cameras in here, that I know of, but I too suddenly feel on edge even inquiring about this. Still, I press on.

      “Miel, please,” I say, crouching down beside her to grab her hands in earnest desperation. I’m only barely aware of the gown, which isn’t meant to be so much as sat in. “I trust Javier to do his best to protect me, I really do, but he can’t be everywhere at all times. And what if something happens to him? I just… You know better than I do what these people are capable of. I can’t go down without a fight.”

      Not like I did when Miel and my now-husband came for me.

      Miel fidgets uncomfortably, and I feel bad pressing her sore spots. What El Sombrerón did to her is clearly still an open wound, and it’s cruel to prod at that for my own gain, to use it against her. But it’s true. She knows what’s at stake, and if she cares about me at all, she’ll give me what I need to defend myself, if it ever comes down to that.

      “Javier can never find out,” Miel says at last, and I suppress the urge to fling my arms around the woman. “You’ll do everything I tell you to, and if it ever gets too hard for you, too real, I’m done. This isn’t a game, Selina, it’s not a fun pilates class that you use as an excuse to gossip with friends and binge on mimosas after. And you have to understand that, no matter what I try to teach you, if we do fail, and they get to you, you’re never going to be able to save yourself, no matter how hard you fight.”

      I swallow hard. I trust Javier, I don’t know why, but I really do. I trust him to do his best and keep his word. But suddenly, it strikes me just how much danger I’ll be in if anything goes wrong. I can’t be the reason things go wrong.

      “Okay,” is all I say. “I will. I’ll do everything you say.”

      And I mean it, not just the things she just mentioned, but everything she or Javier ask of me. I’ll be a good, obedient captive, at least until our enemy has finally been defeated. I can’t risk anything else.

      “I’m on the streets tomorrow,” Miel muses aloud. “But the day after, meet me here, in something you can sweat in. Maybe bleed in.” I give her a look. “You’re right, Javi will notice if I hurt you too much. But the first lesson, Selina, is to take a beating and get right back up.”

      I nod earnestly. Emotionally, I’ve been doing that my whole life, but my pulse flutters nervously at the thought of this woman coming at me physically. I’ve never so much as taken a punch before, and I don’t think I can handle it, but I’m sure as hell not going to prove that to Miel.

      “Got it,” I say, standing before I ruin my wedding gown once and for all. “It’s a date.”
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      I miss the time in my life when I wasn’t under constant surveillance.

      Whether it’s El Sombrerón’s men, or the police backup, or the press, I feel like I’m being watched no matter where I turn, by enemies and allies alike. It’s almost as bad as prison. At least I get to piss in privacy now.

      The wedding is in two days, and I still don’t feel ready. All I have to do is stand at the front of a church and repeat a few words, but there is so much else that could go wrong. I don’t think El Sombrerón will strike so publicly, but we must be prepared all the same. And then what? My new bride and I live day to day, holding our breath and praying this won’t be the night one or both of us meet an early grave? It’s not a life either of us asked for, but the decision was taken away from us long ago, by people who paid for their mistakes with their lives long before they had a chance to see those same mistakes destroy their children. It’s not fair, but nothing ever is.

      What we need is a honeymoon. Not a sex vacation to the Caribbean—although after our oral escapades last week, I’m hopeful that might be in our future. No, what we need right now is a moment to catch our breaths, just the two of us, far enough away from Atlanta that we don’t have to be constantly looking over our shoulders, waiting for the next bomb to drop. The idea takes root in my head, and I minimize the spreadsheets I was looking at, the ones that show the clear decline in Café Palacios’s income since parting ways with El Sombrerón, and pull up a search for flights.

      A quick drive to Blue Ridge or Asheville won’t do. No, we have to go far enough that there will be no following us. Far enough where there will be no need for fear. And yes, I say to the nagging voice in my head that sounds an awful lot like Miel’s, I know we can’t leave Atlanta for more than a few days, not with so much on the line. And I know Selina won’t be the least bit appreciative of the gesture. She’ll be pissed, convinced that this is some mind game, a play at getting between her legs. I don’t care about that, either. She needs a moment of respite from the stress of our daily lives, even if she plans on fighting it. And if such a trip happens to land her in my bed again, well, then so be it.

      One weekend. I’m taking one weekend to hole up in an expensive hotel in a foreign land with my beautiful new wife, and then we’ll come back to the real world. That’s the least we deserve.

      With one click, I’ve ordered two first-class tickets to Paris.
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      I shouldn’t be surprised when the event that should be the day of my dreams plays out like a living nightmare. I mean, after a proposal that felt a lot more like blackmail than a proclamation of love, an engagement party that gave me a panic attack, and a bridal shower that ended with me in silk binds—okay, that part was pretty fun—why would I think my wedding day could be normal, let alone happy? Still, a girl can hope, foolish though it may be.

      “Selina, you look like an angel,” Kate says behind me, wiping her eyes dramatically. I guess the sight of me in a wedding gown triggers her tear ducts like nothing else. “Oh lord, there goes my mascara.”

      “Thank you,” I tell Kate, feeling about as far from angelic as one gets.

      “Good luck, dear,” she says, dabbing at her eyes one more time before heading towards the door. “I’m going to go check on the florists, try to pull myself together.”

      “How much longer are you planning to keep her around?” Miel asks once the older woman is gone. “You know her presence only makes things harder for everyone, including yourself.”

      “I know,” I say, leaning in closer to the vanity mirror and adding a touch of highlight to the tip of my nose. The hair and makeup people did a fine job, but I need to keep my hands busy, and a little extra glitter never hurt anyone.

      “How’s your hand?” Miel asks next, swooping in behind me, licking her fingertip and stamping down a stray baby hair above my left ear. It’s an oddly maternal gesture, and it sets me on edge.

      “There’s, like, a thousand hair products right here,” I say, wrinkling my nose.

      “Whatever,” she says, crouching down beside me, meeting my eyes in the mirror. “Answer the question.”

      “It’s fine,” I say, moving my own eyes down to the vanity, eying the expensive products in question. “The ice helped, like you said.”

      “Good,” Miel says. “And what did you learn?”

      “Punch with my knuckles, not the flats,” I recite tiredly.

      Since I asked her to train me, we’ve spent every spare minute when Javier’s been out of the house in my walk-in closet, a poor substitute for a proper gym, but it’s one of the only rooms in the house without cameras in it. Unfortunately, while I’m now infinitely better at throwing punches and dodging them, as well as some other basic self-defense moves, one thing has become abundantly clear: I’ll never be good enough to beat Miel. It doesn’t matter. If all goes well, I won’t have to face down with her or anyone else. Javier will protect me from El Sombrerón, and once he’s defeated, well, I’ll find some non-confrontational way to slip out from my captors’ grip.

      I set the highlighter pan down and flex my hand. I thought I’d broken a finger or two, when my fist connected with the punch mitts Miel smuggled into my bedroom and sharp pain shot directly through my bones. And when she made me go again while I was still cursing and blinking back tears, saying that in a real fight you don’t get a time-out if you’re hurt, I wondered if I was delusional for pursuing this endeavor at all. I’m not a fighter, not a warrior. I’m Selina Palacios, renowned anti-violence advocate. My weapons have always been the ability to keep my chin high and my emotions safely locked away. That used to be enough. Until Javier. The only weapons that stand a chance in the cruel world he forced me into are, well, weapons. I have to learn to become one.

      “It’s time,” Miel says, and I glance up to see an attendant standing in the doorway.

      “Just a sec,” I say, and lean into the mirror one more time. I wipe off the pale, peachy gloss the makeup artists put on my lips, and pick up my favorite red shade.

      “Not very bridal,” Miel notes, as I check the reflection of my scarlet lips.

      “I know,” I say, rising to my feet. They have twisted me inside out, forced me to become a person I hardly recognize, but I can still hold on to the little things. “Let’s go.”

      It’s not until I’m halfway to my reckoning that reality sinks in. I’m about to get married. I’m about to wed the man who kidnapped me and forced me to hand over the keys to my family’s kingdom, in front of everyone I’ve ever known. I’m about to stand in front of God and Atlanta and pledge my whole life to a groom who is more monster than man, vowing to honor and obey him ‘til death do us part.

      Most marriages don’t make it that long, but I know deep in my heart that death might be my only escape from Javier Vega.

      I haven’t done any drugs since the night my brother died, not so much as smoked a bowl or popped one pain pill too many, but this feels like a bad trip. The hallways of the church warp around me like fun-house mirrors, stretching infinitely between me and my forced destiny. I’m already married, I remind myself. This is just a show. But that doesn’t help. Imagining all the eyes that are going to be on me, smiling at me, unknowingly waiting for me to fuck up and reveal that this is all a horrible farce, or worse, never even noticing that something is horribly wrong, makes my legs go weak. I stumble over my steps, forcing Miel to catch me and hold me upright.

      “What the fuck?” she growls, eyeing the attendants around us and lowering her voice to a hiss. “You can’t do that out there.”

      “I know,” I say. “Just give me a moment.”

      “It’s time,” one of the attendants chimes in nervously. “They’re about to start playing you in.”

      “I said, give me a fucking moment,” I snap, glaring her down with enough ferocity to make even Miel raise her eyebrows.

      I hear the organ begin to play the first notes of the wedding march, but all that echoes in my head are gunshots.

      Bang. Bang.

      Blood.

      My heart freezes. I don’t have time for a flashback right now, but my inner panic has thrown the gates of my mind open wide. Miel and the attendants are shoving me into place, thrusting a bouquet into my hands and placing me in front of the closed chapel doors. I don’t get my fucking moment. I don’t get a single choice in any of this. I’ve never had a choice. I was born onto a stage, with a role to play and eyes on me at every turn. I know how to do this. My mother taught me. The girl is the least part of herself. I’m not here, I’m outside my body, where it’s safe. I know how to make my legs walk down the aisle, make my tongue say I do, make my lips kiss my tormentor in front of half of Atlanta. I know how to make every part of myself disappear. My mother taught me how.

      Bang. Bang.

      The chapel doors swing open.
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      If Miel hadn’t told me later, I never would have known how close Selina came to fucking up her role in the wedding. As is, she carried it off beautifully, so convincing even I almost forgot that this was all a farce.

      In movies and on TV, they always talk about the first time the groom sees the bride, as she walks down the aisle in her uselessly extravagant dress. They talk about how he cries, or smiles, or however else he makes a fool of himself. Me, I did smile, and I probably managed to make it look like a sweet smile, but the only word in my mind was “mine.”

      Selina Palacios is MINE.

      For now and forever, in the eyes of the law and the public. She’s been mine since the first moment I laid eyes on her, mine even before that, but now it’s for real. And if everyone else but her knows that, well, that will have to be enough.

      And now, we’re on our way to Paris, despite her protests, and Miel’s. I don’t have time for this, not even for the short weekend we compromised on, but it’s alright. A honeymoon is good for our public image as well as for the delicate give-and-take between me and my wife. Who knows what will happen in the most romantic city in the world? I don’t expect any miracles, but my cock does twitch a bit with hope.

      “Champagne, sir?”

      I smile at the flight attendant and accept the champagne. I’m still not used to people calling me “sir,” let alone the way people bend backwards to tend to us when they hear our first-class status. Selina seems annoyed by it, grabbing the cashmere blanket she brought with her and curling up into the plush seat. Maybe, by the time we’re ready to celebrate our first anniversary, I’ll have gotten around to buying us a private plane. Maybe, by the time we have children, we’ll be country-hopping every weekend.

      Where the fuck did that thought come from?

      “Can I ask you something?” Selina says, her voice bored but not quite sleepy.

      “Absolutely not,” I tell her, grabbing her blanket and pulling half of it over my own legs. On our private jet, we won’t keep the A/C cranked quite this high.

      “Not, like, a serious question,” Selina says, pouting at the theft of her blanket. She’s acting like she didn’t almost have a panic attack at the church yesterday, like Miel reported. She’s acting like she didn’t spend half the night screaming through her nightmares, rendering us both sleepless, no matter how tight I held her. “I just need to talk or I’m going to feel like the most awkward person on this plane.”

      “Okay,” I say, turning to face her. “Go ahead.”

      “Um,” she glances around the giant tin can we’re currently trapped in, scrambling for a question I won’t object to. “What’s your favorite TV show?”

      I scoff and take my eyes to the ceiling. “I haven’t exactly had time to catch up on popular culture in, say, a decade or two.”

      “Bullshit,” she says, suddenly invested in her dumb question, tucking her feet under herself and turning her full body to face me. “If your guys have time to play video games, you have time to watch some Netflix. What about Narcos? You’d be into Narcos.”

      “First of all, racist,” I say with a grin at the way she hits those Rs so softly. My princess is such a gringa. “Second, I’m not ‘one of the guys,’ I’m the man in charge. And even they shouldn’t be sitting on their asses playing games. I’m going to kick their asses when we get back.”

      “Oh shit, I didn’t mean to tattle,” she says, and I can’t help but widen my smile at her playfulness, at the way she’s leaning into me oh so casually. There’s a new lightness to her, and I feel it too. Being away from her palace, from my people, from Atlanta lifted a load off us both. The anonymity of this plane allows us to shed the masks we’ve been wearing for the public, if only for a moment. She’ll never truly let her guard down in front of me, and I’ll never truly be myself around her, but this can be as close as we get.

      “What’s yours?” I ask, because though I could give a shit what trash television she likes to consume, I want to keep her talking. Keep her smiling.

      “Hmm?” she glances up, then back down shyly when she catches my eyes. I don’t think she expected me to be looking at her, watching her face.

      “Your favorite show.”

      “Oh,” she says, taken aback by the simple question. “It’s stupid, but I really love Grey’s Anatomy. It’s crazy, and dramatic, and oh so unrealistic, but I eat that shit up. And the romances, well, they’re crazy and dramatic too, and the girls are always falling for these guys that are clearly fucked up and bad for them, but… it’s sweet. And kind of hot.”

      “Is that the one where they’re always making out in elevators?” I ask, furrowing my brow. Selina nods, giggling a little. “Our Tia used to watch that all the time, ages ago. Damn, is that still on?”

      “I think so,” Selina says with a shrug. “I mean, I wouldn’t know.”

      Right. We cut off her access to the outside world this summer, including the television.

      “I can get H to set that up for you,” I offer with a shrug. “If you’d like.”

      “Really?” she asks, eyes wide. “That would be awesome. And with the wedding finally over, and Kate back, I’ll actually have some free time. I mean, unless you’re going to find some new way to be wearing me out.”

      She blushes a little, and I suppress a filthy response. I know it still makes her uncomfortable, her attraction to me, how much she loves getting down and dirty with the man she still sees as her enemy.

      “Oh, you’ll be plenty busy, princesita,” I tell her, keeping my voice mockingly serious. “We have a mythical beast to take down, after all. But you’ll still have time to watch your telenovelas. Maybe you can even get back to your baking. Or should I call it what it was, cake-burning?”

      “It’s not a telenovela, and I didn’t burn every cake,” she insists grumpily, but she’s still smiling. Then her face grows serious. “But, speaking of which, what’s your—our—next move?”

      Now my smile falls, too. “Not here,” I tell her in a hushed tone. I don’t want to discuss this with her anywhere, not while we’re on our honeymoon, faux though it may be, but this excuse will hold her for now.

      “Fine,” she says, and for a moment, I think the moment might be over, that she’ll turn away from me and find another way to distract herself. Then she speaks again. “What’s your favorite color?”

      Red. The unspoken answer comes to me in an instant. Red, specifically, the red of her lips on our wedding day, of her satin robe the first night I took her, of the soles of her shoes every time she tries to run from me. Red.

      “Only children have a favorite color,” is what I say aloud, keeping my voice teasing even as my words come out rough. “Why, do you have one?”

      She’s opening her mouth to tell me when a new flight attendant crouches down in the aisle beside us, holding up a smartphone.

      “I’m sorry, this is so rude,” she begins, and I feel Selina stiffen beside me. “I saw your engagement photos in the AJC, such a gorgeous couple. Selina, I’ve been following your story for years. I can’t even imagine what you’ve been through. Well, I was actually in that club, the one where, you know, two days before your brother, well, you know what happened. So like, I kind of get it. Total brush with death.”

      The attendant makes her eyes go big, and Selina offers her a tight smile. “Yep, totally the same thing.”

      “Right?  So scary. Anyway, do y’all mind if I get a quick pic? And can I totally drool over your ring while I’m here? It looked huge in the pictures.”

      Selina acquiesces, and even I find myself leaning in for a selfie. When the woman finally leaves, Selina pushes her body against the wall of the plane, pulling as far from me as she can. She pretends to be asleep until we land in Paris eight hours later, while I remain sleepless, senselessly wondering if I’ll ever find out what my wife’s favorite color is.
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      I’ve been to Paris before. Once for my eighteenth birthday, with Max. Once two years later, on a booze tour across Europe with a group of girlfriends I never saw again. Both were magical, beautiful visits, but being here with Javier is downright surreal. He’s not particularly intrigued by the tourist attractions, and I’ve done them all, so instead of waiting out long lines we spend our limited time making the most of our honeymoon suite accommodations. It’s for the best. The thought of being trapped in the most romantic city on Earth with a man who not only can I never love, but also stole all future love from me, is upsetting enough without the constant reminders. And if it’s wasteful to shut the curtains to the gorgeous view of the Eiffel Tower from our suite, well, then so be it.

      When I was here with Max, we took a stroll across the Pont des Arts, bottles of red wine in hand. We did it to make fun of all the hapless couples who had secured their so-called “love locks” there, taking guesses at how many of these couples had since fallen well out of love, despite their gaudy display of affection. Max pointed to the loaded fencing, already beginning to bend under the weight of all the romance, and said, this is what love does to you. It weighs you down, locks you down, each day with new burdens: monogamy, marriage, children. It piles onto you until you break under the pressure. Always a ray of sunshine, my brother.

      I laughed with him, but in truth, a soft spot deep inside me had always wanted to come back and add my own love lock, and throw the key into the Seine with confidence. I never thought that when I finally returned, married and all, the lock would be securing the chain around my neck, and the key would be tightly fisted in my husband’s hand. Max was right. Sooner or later, love will only break you.

      “We’re going out today,” Javier announces, rousing my attention from the mug of café au lait I’ve been absently stirring. He emerges from the bedroom portion of our suite, looking freshly showered, still buttoning a shirt up over his defined torso. I look away chastely, as if I didn’t spend the night curled up against those abs, as has become habit even though we haven’t been intimate since the blowjob in the laundry room—if you can even call that intimacy.

      “What do you mean?” I ask, crumbling some bread onto the plate to keep my nervous hands occupied. “I already made a reservation at the spa for this afternoon.”

      “And I canceled it,” my husband says, taking the seat across from me. “We already did the couples massage yesterday. Why you wanted to pay other people to touch our naked bodies even once is beyond me. Come on, Selina. We didn’t fly halfway across the world just to spend the whole weekend in bed—not that that’s a chore.”

      I blush at the innuendo, although he doesn’t press the point. I know that he’s anxious to get me naked again. I can feel his erection every night, pressing against my ass. A man like him will lose patience sooner rather than later.

      “I got the concierge to arrange a trip to Versailles for us today,” Javier says, sounding incredibly proud. “I want to see my princesa in a real, honest-to-god castle. We’re leaving in an hour.”

      “In an hour?” I repeat with a scoff, gesturing up at my naked face. “I won’t even be halfway done getting ready by then.”

      “Then just go like this,” he says, reaching across the table and brushing a loose curl out of my face. I freeze, worried for a moment that he’s going to try and kiss me, or tell me I look beautiful just the way I am, or some other horrifyingly sweet gesture. He doesn’t. He just grabs the coffee pot and pours himself a mug. “I don’t give a shit, just be ready in an hour. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we’re in Paris, so maybe stop acting like this is some new form of torture I’ve devised just for you.”

      He’s right, and he’s wrong. I expected this trip to be a nightmare, when he told me about it just a few days before we left. It never occurred to me that he would start acting almost nice, almost normal, as soon as we left the constraints of our usual lifestyle. It is a new form of torture, discovering that my monster of a husband just might be human after all. Pure psychological torture, tearing my mind to shreds as my heart finds new ways to hate itself.
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      The town car the hotel arranged drops us off in front of the palace’s golden gates. There aren’t many other tourists here, scared off by the December gloom. I wrap my hands around the cold, gold bars of the gate to steady myself, bare legs shivering in my stilettos. Looming up ahead, the palace itself looks just as glamorous and stunning as always, dark roofs standing bold against the gray skies, gilded ornaments shining brightly still. The usually green and vibrant gardens and lawns are all dead, though, dull and pale. It seems fitting for this to be the view that greets me today. A facade of luxury and promise, surrounded by rocky, unforgiving desert.

      “Come on,” Javier says, losing patience with me and pushing the gate open. “Let’s get inside, it’s cold out here.”

      I trail Javier around the palace, barely seeing the opulence that surrounds us, the golden walls looming tighter around every corner. I’m Alice in Wonderland, and I’m so big these walls will crush me, so small my husband might step on me. I’m never getting out of this rabbit hole alive.

      “Here is what most young women want to see: Marie Antoinette’s bedroom,” our tour guide chirps in lightly accented English, giving me a pointed grin. I smile back flatly. “Every morning, she would wake already surrounded by her ladies in waiting, then bathe and dress as even more attendants filled the room. The royal life in those days came with many privileges, but privacy was not—please don’t touch that, mademoiselle.”

      I startle when Javier takes my elbow, pulling me back. I’d closed the small distance between us and the narrow, canopied bed, my hands now resting on the ornate railing that cuts it off from the rest of the room. It’s just the three of us in here, but I feel the crowd, feel the suffocating weight of a dozen eyes on the naked queen, inspecting her, studying her, judging her as she goes through the most basic of human functions. Waiting for her to fall. Waiting to feast on her when she inevitably did just that.

      “That’s horrible,” I say after a moment, my voice coming out in a croak.

      “Um, it’s certainly not something that makes sense to us now, no,” the tour guide says, glancing at Javier nervously. I’m still standing too close to the railing, Javier right beside me now, but my husband is not easy to make demands of.

      “Her position was a prison,” I say, mostly to myself, forcing my legs to take a step back. The guide relaxes visibly. “A beautiful prison.”

      “I’m sorry, my wife hasn’t had lunch yet,” Vega says, uncharacteristically apologetic. “Low blood sugar. Can you take us back to the café downstairs? We’ll finish the tour later.”

      I let them lead me away, out of the cage of a bedroom, with its heavy chandeliers and gilded walls. Maybe Javier is right, maybe I do have low blood sugar, because I feel dangerously lightheaded, the hallways spinning around me.

      The only way this princess escaped her golden cage was through death.

      I have to get out of mine before that becomes my only option.
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      If I’m going to run, it has to be tonight. Everything will be harder when we get back to Atlanta—impossible. I have to run tonight, while Javier is asleep. The only problem? He’s still wide awake, and even when he does fall asleep, he’ll do so with his arms locked around me, like he always does. Thus, the only solution is to approach this like any true femme fatale would: I have to fuck him into a deep, deep sleep. It’s such an insane plan, it makes me want to laugh. Looking at my reflection in the bathroom mirror, wearing the strappy lace nightmare that Isla gifted me at my bridal shower, makes me actually giggle aloud. I don’t know why the hell I even packed this, but it better pay off.

      “You alright in there?” Javier asks from the other side of the door.

      “Yeah, one sec.”

      I’ve never initiated sex with my husband before. At least, not without the impetus of hysteria or rage to soften the blow. Without the hazy veneer of mania, I feel naked. Well, more naked than I already am.

      Grow a pair, I tell the shy reflection that’s staring back at me. The only way out is through. The only way to escape the man I’m shackled to, is to fuck the shit out of the man I’m dangerously close to falling for. I no longer know which facet of my husband I’m most eager to escape, or which one is most likely to destroy me.

      I force one foot in front of the other and push the door open. Javier doesn’t notice me at first, sitting at the table with his laptop open, and when he sees me, he does a literal double take.

      “Selina,” he says, and it occurs to me that he never really calls me by my name, not like that.

      I don’t know what to say back, so I say nothing, closing the distance between us until I’m just standing in front of him, tied up in all this lace, feeling more exposed than I ever have. He still looks a little bit taken aback, which is fair, but there’s something hot and dangerous burning in his eyes now, too. Good. I try to remind myself that this is what I want, even as my stomach twists nervously at the sight. Even as the thin layer of fabric between my thighs dampens.

      My husband, my captor, my warden reaches up and takes my hand, calming its tremors. He kisses my knuckles gently at first, just a soft brush of the lips, then he pulls my middle finger into his mouth and suckles it. I whimper at the sensation, and he sucks harder. Fuck. How can attention paid to a single digit light my whole body on fire? I feel every hair on end, my flesh goosepimpling in anticipation. He releases my hand and pulls me down onto his lap, the soft brush of his palm along my bare side making my nipples pebble. I straddle his left thigh, blushing at the knowledge that he must be able to feel my wetness even through his jeans. My body doesn’t understand what this man means to me, the infinite dark complexities of our relationship. It only remembers the pleasures it’s endured at his hand.

      “Did you put this on for me?” Javier asks, tugging at the lace ties on my waist, brushing his lips along the bare top of my breasts. I nod minutely, shivering a little at his touch. “Do you want me to take it all off, princesa?” I nod again, perhaps a little too eagerly. His lips move closer to my clavicle, moving up my throat, sucking gently on all my tender spots and making me fight a moan. His hands move to my ass, squeezing my cheeks harshly, my moan turning now to a gasp, though not one of displeasure. “Do you want me to rip it off of you?”

      Fuck, I do. I really do.

      Somehow, knowing that I’m not just doing this because I’m weak, a slave to my wanton desires, makes it easy to play along. Feeling like I have an ulterior motive to letting this man rip my panties off doesn’t make me hate myself when I hoarsely murmur, “Yes.”

      “Tell me,” Javier says, running his lips down my arm, trailing his hands up my thighs. We’ve never been together like this before, slow and teasing. My skin burns everywhere he touches me, my insides buzzing with anticipation. “Tell me what you want from me, princesa.”

      “I want—” my voice cracks, and I lick my lips, swallow hard, not missing the way his eyes follow the movement of my tongue, the workings of my throat. “I want you to fuck me… Vega.”

      His moniker comes out of my mouth a moment too late, like an afterthought. I’m humping my husband’s leg like my life depends on it and I can’t even make myself use his first name.

      “No, what’s my name?” he asks, gripping my hips, holding me down while he grinds his thigh against my center. My nails dig into his shoulder and I bite my lip to keep from crying out. The friction of his jeans against my tender folds is too rough, even through the lace of my panties. It hurts, and I can’t stand how good that hurt feels. “Call me by my name, Selina.”

      I love it when he says my name like that. Low, gruff, impatient. Like he’s going to bend me over his knee and spank me. Fuck, is he going to bend me over his knee and spank me? A girl can dream…

      “Javier,” I gasp, as he pinches a nipple through the thin fabric of my sorry excuse for a bra. “I— I want you to fuck me, Javier.”

      “I thought you hated me,” he says, his lips twisting up into a self-satisfied smirk as he releases my hips and grasps my knees, forcing my thighs wide.

      “I do,” I say, unnecessarily, because apparently even with my cunt on full display I feel the need to mouth off.

      “I can tell,” Javier says, pushing a finger past the lace crotch of my panties and into my inner channel. It’s nothing, just one finger, but I’m so hungry for his touch that my back arches and my toes curl at the simple intrusion. “Pretty fucking wet for a girl who hates me so much.”

      “Pretty fucking antagonistic for a guy with a hot, naked girl in his lap,” I bite back, then bite down on my lip when he pushes two more fingers into me. His other hand roughly grabs a handful of my ass cheek, and I can’t help but cry out, my own hands fisting around the worn fabric of his t-shirt.

      Thankfully, Javier decides we’ve had enough of both the chit chat and the foreplay. I don’t know how much more of either I could have taken. I yelp in surprise as he lifts me up onto his hips, and I wrap my legs around his waist for support as he carries me to the bed, depositing me onto the mattress without much fanfare. I scramble onto my elbows as he pulls his t-shirt up and over his head, and I find myself swallowing hard at the figure before me. I’ve been with fit guys before, but the kind of muscles developed in a gym, at the hand of an overpaid personal trainer, can’t compare to the deadly arms and sinewy torso looming over me. There’s something erotic about Javier’s roughness, something bizarrely thrilling about knowing that the hands gently tugging the bra straps down my arms could just as easily snap my bones. He’s real, this man. Real and violent and… fully erect.

      “Oh my god.”

      The words slip out of my mouth unbehest as his jeans pool around his ankles, his cock eagerly springing free. Maybe it’s something about the Paris lights bleeding in through the window, or maybe I’m just getting way too into my role of the femme fatale, but damn, that’s one pretty penis. A golden shade of honey, tinged with just a blush of pink, ramrod straight and pointed directly at me. Fuck, I want to touch it. I’m already crawling to the edge of the bed, my hand reaching for him, my tongue ready to lap up the pearl of precum forming at his very tip.

      “Get back on the bed, princesa,” Javier orders, catching my wrist halfway. “The only thing that’s touching my cock now is that tight rich girl pussy.”

      I hate how much his dirty, demeaning words turn me on. I lean back on the bed and let him crawl onto me, caging me in with a knee on either side of my hips, pinning my wrists above my head with one hand while the other teases down my side, tugs at the waistband of my panties. My breathing is coming fast now, making my chest heave, pushing my bare breasts up against his chest. The friction makes my already hardened nipples ache.

      “I want you inside me,” I breathe, no more teasing in my voice, no more taunting. I am no longer a woman, I am simply need, unfettered and undeniable need.

      My companion is only too eager to oblige, tearing the panties off as promised and thrusting into me. He isn’t slow or gentle about it, which is fair—I did pretty much demand his immediate intrusion. Still, I can’t help but cry out as he buries himself to the hilt in one quick movement, sending my back arching off the bed in a response to both the pain and the pleasure. I was dripping wet, sure, but he’s not exactly average in size. My inner walls clench against him, struggling to fight the invasion, and my cervix throbs as his thick head presses against it. It’s too much and still not enough. I want everything he has to give me and more.

      He withdraws slowly, making me pant with every inch, then pushes back in.

      Oh. My. God.

      My pussy flutters around him, sucking him in deeper even as it screams in revolt. I have to take this, I remind myself. But even if I didn’t, my body craves his abuse. I want him harder, deeper, rougher. I want everything I tell myself is bad about him. I want him to plant every red flag into my lustful body, claiming me once and for all.

      “Harder,” is all I say aloud, meeting his eyes with new challenge. “Fuck me like you mean it.”

      And hey, nothing gets guys going like challenging their masculinity. He swears in Spanish and pulls all the way out, then flips me onto my stomach. I cry out in surprise as he tugs my hips up, my heart pounding faster as his wet head teases my ass. But no, he lines himself up with my cunt and pushes back in, slow enough for me to feel every inch as he enters me deeper than ever before.

      “Is this what you want, princesa?” my husband growls, pulling out and pushing right back in again, faster this time, impossibly deeper. My body squirms under the assault, but he wraps an arm around my waist, locking me into place. “You want me to fuck you like none of your rich boys ever have before? You want me to fuck you the way you deserve, the way you’ve always been afraid to ask for? I’ve been patient, princesita, I’ve waited for months. Do you want me to give you everything I’ve been holding back for you?”

      I don’t say anything, just fist the white duvet for support as he thrusts roughly into me again. It seems unfair to demand an answer from me, to force me to say the terrible truths I’ve been swallowing back. But Javier slows his strokes, pulling me back from a cliff’s edge.

      “Tell me, Selina,” he says. “Tell me or I’ll stop.”

      “That’s what I want,” I exhale, trying to soothe my shame with the reminder that I have to do this, that this is all a ruse so I can flee this man. It’s harder to remember that, let alone believe it, with every minute movement of his cock in my starved cunt. “What more do you want me to say? I want—”

      I guess that did the trick, because he begins fucking me in earnest again then, taking me so violently I feel it in my bones. My nails scratch madly at the sheets, trying to find something solid to hold on to, and my mouth opens in a wordless howl. The first orgasm hits me hard and fast, catching me nearly by surprise. If Javier wasn’t holding me firmly in place, my legs would have easily given out beneath me, turning absolutely gelatinous as pure pleasure floods through my veins.

      I’ve barely regained control over my body when Javier dips his hand lower, his fingers finding my swollen clit. The first touch makes me jump, and it only takes a few more deft strokes before I’m cumming again, just as violently as the first time. I feel drained, wrung out, but my husband still makes me orgasm two more times before he gives in to his own release, digging his fingers into my hips and growling as his hot seed jets into me. When he finally releases me I collapse onto my stomach, and he rolls to his side next to me.

      It takes me a moment to recover, as I listen to Javier’s breathing even out beside me. I still feel him inside me, in the gentle throbbing between my legs, in the dampness dripping down my thighs. The aftermath is never pretty.  I don’t have time for this. I have to go, and I can’t risk taking the time to work through my complex emotions first.

      I grab a tissue off the bedside table and wipe myself up, then climb back into a fresh pair of panties and jeans. I don’t stop to pack anything like I did the first time I ran. I just leave, padding across the carpet with my shoes in hand. My fingers are on the doorknob, turning it, opening the door.

      Opening the door.

      I can’t open the door.

      It’s not locked. No one is stopping me. I just… can’t.

      I can’t leave Javier. There’s something so heavy inside me it’s nearly physical, holding me here, chaining me to the man in the bed.

      I should go. He could wake up any moment.

      I can’t. Fucking. Go.

      My breath comes fast and heavy as panic overtakes me. I have to leave. Staying here, staying with him, means certain death. Death of spirit, death of will, and probably literal death, if El Sombrerón gets to us before we get to him. Or if Javier changes his mind about me, and decides it’s easier to just get rid of his prisoner. I can never trust a man like him, not with my life, not with my body. Not with my heart.

      I need to leave now.

      It’s okay that I can never go back to Atlanta, never see my childhood home again, never visit my family’s graves again. It’s okay that I’ll be leaving the family company in the hands of a criminal. It’s okay that I’ll be leaving Kate alone in a den of wolves. It’s okay that I’ll never win Miel’s friendship, or hear Brock and H squabble over some dumb video game.

      It’s okay that I’ll never again wake up in Javier’s arms, or feel his lips trail down my throat, or hear him promise that I can’t live without him.

      I can’t live without him.

      I don’t know how to protect myself, or provide for myself, or make decisions for myself. But that’s always been the case, and I got along just fine before he took my life over.

      The truth is, I can’t live without him.

      He’s as destructive as he is tender, as deadly as he is beautiful. For every good thing he’s done for me, he’s committed a dozen unforgivable sins against me. Every kiss ends in a bite. And yet, he’s the safest place I’ve ever known. In the chaos of the past months, he’s been the only solid presence to cling to. And now I fucking need him, even though he’s the harbinger of the chaos. In the span of a few months, I’ve already learned to crave his violence as much as I fear it. Or perhaps I always felt that way.

      I know I should walk away, every cell of my body is screaming at me to run while I can, but I simply cannot. He’s finally broken me, just like he said he would.

      “Are you going to run, or are you just going to stand there all night?”

      A small, choked noise comes out of me. Hand still on the doorknob, I turn to face the bed. Javier is propped up on his elbows, watching me. He’s probably been watching me this whole time, making no move to stop me. He knew he didn’t need to.

      “Why can’t I leave you?” I ask in a near whisper, hand falling back to my side, my feet carrying me back toward the bed. I’m halfway there when my knees give out beneath me, and he’s there, catching me in his arms before my exhausted body hits the ground.

      “Because you’re mine,” he says into my ear, brushing my tender lobe with his soft lips. It’s the same thing he’s told me from the start, in growls and shouts and threats, but this, the tender promise, is the worst of them all. I start crying, not silent tears, but loud, heaving sobs. I’ve never cried in front of him before, though I’ve wanted to a thousand times. I never let him see me fall apart, never let him see what he does to me. But tonight, I scream, I rage, I break, pounding my tiny, useless fists against him. He lets me, making no sound, just brushing my damp hair out of my eyes, kissing the tears off my face. I cry until there are no tears left in my body, until I don’t have the energy to make another sound. I am lifeless in my captor’s arms as he lays us back down in bed, curving his body around me like he does every night, holding me safe and captive in his embrace.

      I leave the last pieces of myself in Paris that night. When we get back to Atlanta, I’m a new woman, one who can no longer be hurt, because she’s no longer living.
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      Detective Andrews flips through a tabloid magazine as he waits for the Chief of Police to see him. While not exactly based on hard facts, the article on the Palacios-Vega wedding is certainly enlightening, and not entirely out of line from the information compiled in the report he’s about to present to the Chief. It seems the detective isn’t the only one who finds the union a bit suspicious, although this particular scandal piece blames the whirlwind romance, Selina’s further disappearance from the spotlight, and the change of command at Café Palacios on what they’re calling a new phase of Selina’s highly speculated upon, never proven drug habit. Andrews suspects there might be drugs involved, but he doesn’t think the pretty heiress is taking them. No, this goes a lot deeper. Hell, if Palacios and Vega are responsible for even half of what Andrews’s gut tells him they are, this case could make his career. Forget making sergeant next year, he could be looking at offers from the feds in a few months.

      “Andrews,” Chief Whatley says in that gruff tone of his, the stereotypical policeman voice that Andrews and his fellow recruits used to drunkenly imitate back in the day. “Come on in, son.”

      Andrews abandons the tabloid on the waiting area chair and follows the Chief into his office, accepting Whatley’s outstretched hand in a tight handshake. “How’s it going, sir? How’s Mrs. Whatley? Still trying to convince you to retire and move to Miami?”

      “You know it,” the Chief says, shaking his head with a smile. “But I’ve got a few good years left in me yet. Now tell me, Andrews, what could be so important you had my secretary cancel my golf date with the mayor to tell me about? And on such a nice day, too.”

      “I’m sorry about that, sir,” Andrews says, setting his report down on the Chief’s desk. “But due to the celebrity of some of the names involved, well, I had to come straight to you.”

      Whatley flips the folder open, and his brow furrows as soon as he reads the first few lines. Without even turning to the next page, he closes the folder and pushes it aside. Andrews frowns. He had known that to accuse Selina Palacios of being involved in the crime underworld in any capacity would be daring, but that’s why he waited so long to come forward, why he compiled as much evidence as possible. And the lack of more, especially the disappearing video footage and files, well that’s a kind of evidence in itself.

      “You were right to come directly to me with this,” Whatley says, clearing his throat. “You need to drop this investigation immediately.”

      “But sir—” Andrews begins, reaching for the report, ready to show the Chief some of the more compelling evidence, but the man slaps his hand down on the folder, pulling it farther back out of reach.

      “That’s an order, Andrews,” Whatley says, standing to escort the detective out. “I mean it. If I catch wind of you looking into this issue any further, it could cost you your job.”

      Andrews lets himself be shown out, but sets his jaw with new determination as he walks away from the Chief’s office. So this does go deep, deeper than he’d expected. But Detective Andrews has never been good at taking orders, especially ones that stink of dirty cops. Good thing that the report Whatley is surely shredding right now is only one of many copies of Andrews’s case against Selina Palacios and her new husband. If the Chief of Police is compromised and won’t take him seriously, well, he can think of a few three letter agencies that might be interested in what he’s found.
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      I knew there was a chance my wife would try to run while we were in Paris.

      I knew she might try to run, and part of me, perhaps a last twinge of hope deep in some forgotten crevasse of my soul, knew she wouldn’t be able to.

      Somewhere between taking down mutual enemies and a dozen screaming orgasms, something in her finally clicked. She belongs with me. She belongs to me. And last night forced her to finally admit that to herself.

      And if I’d been wrong, and she had succeeded in running, well, the covert French bodyguards I’d hired for our trip would’ve stopped her before she got too far. I’m not a stupid man. Hope for the best, prepare for the worst.

      But she didn’t run. It was difficult, hearing her raucous sobs, seeing her cry herself into a fitful sleep, meeting her pink-rimmed, puffy eyes in the morning. But it was worth it, worth the trip, worth the risk, worth the pain. I had to give her this chance, so that she’d be forced to reckon with the truth once and for all. The hold I have on her is as real as if I handcuffed her wrist to mine. Maybe it’s Stockholm Syndrome, maybe it’s the invisible magnetic pull I felt between us the first time we met. Maybe we were simply meant to be together, despite all the fucked up circumstances pulling us apart. Maybe I forced fate. It doesn’t matter anymore. She is mine, just like she’s always been, and now she knows it, too. There will be no more running. She can continue fighting me every step of the way, continue hating me, continue hating herself. But every night, she’ll return to my bed, and every morning, she’ll wake up in my arms.

      Now, with Selina taken care of, it’s time to focus on the rest of my problems. Frankly, my plate is full to overflowing as of late. And with each passing day that El Sombrerón goes without striking us, the harder it is to sleep at night. We took the first shot. Now it’s his turn to retaliate. And retaliate he will, with a punishment as great or greater than the wound we inflicted on his business. So why hasn’t he come for us yet, sent his new hitman? Has it been that hard to find my replacement? It’s not his style, to lay low, to think his next move through rather than lashing out quickly and lethally. The anticipation is almost worse than the attack.

      “How was Paris?” Miel asks, sitting down across from me in the study after pouring herself some whiskey. I can tell that she’s about to begin badgering me about the honeymoon aspect of it all, so I cut her off at the head.

      “Selina won’t be a problem anymore,” I tell her, taking the crystal decanter and grabbing a glass for myself.

      Miel narrows her eyes at me, pausing for a beat before speaking.

      “Selina will always be a problem, Javi.”

      “Well, she won’t be running again, at least.” I lean back and exhale, still feeling like there’s a heavy weight resting on my lungs.

      “What did you do to her?” Miel asks with a cheeky grin, crossing her leather-clad legs. “Get her one of those dog collars that zaps them if they get too close to the property’s edge?”

      I’m not going to tell Miel what happened that night. She wouldn’t understand, even if it were any of her business. No one could ever understand what exists between me and my captive princess. I’m not even sure I do.

      “Just trust me,” I tell her. “It’s taken care of.”

      “Oh, so you want me to trust you, but you won’t even trust me with the truth of what happened?” Miel asks, pouting. “Sounds about right.”

      “That’s how it works, yeah,” I tell her curtly. I’m in no mood for playing games with her ego or tender feelings. I’ve been walking on eggshells around Selina since our return, giving her time to process this on her own, and I don’t have enough patience to extend the same courtesy to my friend.

      “I don’t think you know your ‘wife’ as well as you think you do,” Miel says after a beat, the word wife dripping in sarcasm.

      “Yeah, well, I don’t think you know her at all,” I return, making my friend roll her eyes and exit the study in defeat. I don’t know how true that is anymore. With all the preparations for the wedding, those two have been spending more and more time together as of late. But even if that continues now that the wedding is over, Miel will still never truly understand Selina. Selina will never admit the whole truth of what’s happened between us to the other woman, and even so, I know my wife better than she knows herself. I saw the darkness in her long before she knew she possessed such depths. I see her potential every time her eyes flash and her lips flare. Perhaps that’s one of the reasons I’m so determined to break her myself. If she grows in the darkness alone, unfettered, she could become uncontrollable.

      Like I did.

      I was nine years old when I watched my mother die. She had already taken a heavy beating, but when my father turned to me, still full of too much rage and rum for his body to contain, she called him back, taunted him just enough to redirect his wrath  upon herself once more. She saved me, and she broke me, that night. I watched her take the beating meant for me, readily accepting more violence even as her legs shook beneath her, as her body struggled to hold the weight of her trauma. And when he had her on the floor, when he kicked her one time too many and the light left her eyes and her screams died into a gurgle, that’s when the young boy in me died, too.

      I still remember the sound of my father cursing when he realized what he’d done, of his wracking sobs as he held the body he’d just broken to his chest, staining her bloody face with his tears as even then he whispered that he loved her. He loved her, and he killed her, and then he ran. He ran, leaving me to sit alone with my dead mother as her body grew cold, and her blood seeped into my light-up Iron Man sneakers.

      Four days later, I saw him again. I was waiting for him in the shadows outside of his favorite liquor store, with the jackknife he’d gifted me years before clutched tight in my little hand. When he came out, the handle of rum wrapped in a paper bag already open and pressed to his lips, I flew at him. I went straight for the gut, the knife going into his soft flesh easily, and ripping out in a spray of blood, warm and sticky when it hit my face. I was surprised the first time. I’d never stabbed anyone before. The second time, I was ready. And the third time, I enjoyed it. It didn’t matter that he was my father. He’d never done much to deserve that title, anyway. He had killed the only person I loved, and the only person who loved me, and he deserved to die in the most painful way possible for such a crime.

      Even in death he managed to fuck me over, though. One of El Sombrerón’s men saw me that night, and reported back to the kingpin. It was a few more years until they found me again, and when they did, they were eager to keep me. I came to them already broken, already tried and proven. And though I told Selina I had no choice in the matter, the truth is that at first, I was eager to join the ranks. It felt like a place to belong, not a family, but as close to one as a killer like me would ever find. I didn’t know then what they would do to me. I didn’t know what they would do to Miel.

      And I didn’t know until the night I was sent to kill Selina Palacios that somehow, someday, even a man like me could find a safe place to belong, a home that didn’t demand blood for blood. Whether she likes it or not, Selina is my family now, and I’m never going to let her go.
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      I thought things were as bad as they could get. I thought that time and time again. Not just when my parents died, or when Max died. When Javier took me, when my escape attempts failed, when I found out about El Sombrerón and the truth of Café Palacios.

      When Javier forced me to marry him.

      I was wrong every time. This, this has to be as bad as it gets. If it gets worse than this, I’m not sure I can survive it.

      The memory of trying and failing to flee in Paris keeps me up late at night. My husband’s embrace no longer comforts me, and I find myself jolting awake in a sweat even on the coldest nights of a Georgia winter. This time, though, it’s not nightmares of blood and death that haunt me. No, now it’s memories, real and imagined, of torrid nights spent tangled up in my captor’s limbs, that flood my unconscious mind every time I fall asleep. I wake up panting and sweaty, a distinct dampness between my legs, fighting back tears of heartbreak and self-loathing. When I’m finally alone in the shower, I cry for the woman I once was, the woman I can never be again. I’ll keep fighting for survival, because that’s what I do, but any hope of eventual freedom is now gone. I’m going to spend the rest of my life belonging to this criminal, to a man I have no business feeling anything but hatred for. And make no mistake, I still hate Javier Vega’s guts. But there’s something new in the mix, something more complex and a whole lot darker. We’re bound together, he and I. I used to think this dark, twisted connection was something he forced on me recently, but sometimes I wonder if it’s been there since the first moment I laid eyes on him, maybe even before that. Sometimes, the way he looks at me with those dark eyes, it tugs at something so deep inside me I must have been born with it.

      But that’s stupid. Javier Vega has no hold over my heart and soul. My mind and body are the weak links, prey to the claws of Stockholm Syndrome and white-hot ecstasy.

      It’s that same weakness that leads me down the halls toward the study, where I know my husband is today. I’m just going to talk to him, I tell myself. I just want to ask him… what he wants for lunch. I can’t even convince myself of that, my legs quavering with need as I march down the hall. I want that infinite moment in the Paris hotel room, before the messy aftermath. I want the soul-shattering pleasure that made me forget everything, if only for a minute. I want the peaceful bliss of being so out of my mind with desire that there’s no room for any other thought, no room for regrets and self-hatred and what-ifs. I want him. Sex with him—dirty, filthy, rough, fantastic sex—is the only thing that takes my mind off my circumstances anymore.

      I push the study door open slowly, knowing that once I step through, I’ll be changing everything. Again. This isn’t just admitting I belong to him, that I’m an object in his possession. This will be to embrace that fact. But why shouldn’t I? I’ve already hit rock bottom. If there’s anything that makes me forget that fact, I’m chasing it down, shameful though it may be.

      “Selina,” my husband says simply, as I shut the door behind me, letting the lock click quietly into place.

      “Don’t say anything,” I tell him, rounding the desk.

      “Don’t tell me what to do,” he counters almost instinctively, but he turns the big leather chair so he’s facing me as I approach.

      Despite the order, he doesn’t speak, and I don’t either, closing the small space between us with small, purposeful steps.

      When I’m within reach, he stretches his arms out, hooking his hands into the waistband of my jeans, but doesn’t push for more. He leaves the decision to me. I almost wish he would just take me, leaving me no choice, like that night he tied me up in bed. That way, I could pretend I wasn’t so weak, so twisted, for wanting what he does to me. But I’m fooling myself to think I didn’t have a choice then, or that I don’t have a choice now. Javier has never, and would never, force me, no matter how badly the most fucked up depths of my brain might wish otherwise. There’s no one but myself to blame as I climb into his lap, wrap one hand around the back of his neck and bury the other into his hair, and kiss him.

      His lips part easily for me, his tongue meeting mine more hungrily than his passivity up to this point would have led me to expect. But of course he’s hungry. He’s a man. Is that sexist? But the rapidly hardening bulge pressing between my legs quickly proves my theory.

      His mouth moves to the side of my throat next, searching for my tender spots, but I’m not looking for foreplay today. I want to be fucked, fast and dirty enough that I can pretend this is still meaningless, one more ill-advised hookup with a particular poor choice of a partner. I’m here for a distraction, and the gentle way he suckles the spot just under my ear is only too reminiscent of who I’m dealing with and why. I need him to be rough, I need him to be merciless. I need him to take me, to punish me, so I can believe this is just another power play in this endless game between us.

      I pull out of his arms and climb off the chair, turning my back to him. I undo the fastenings of my jeans quickly, pushing them and my panties down off my waist with one quick shove before bending over the big mahogany desk.

      “Just do it,” I tell him, my voice cracking with need. Need for release, need for distraction, need to just fucking feel something that makes sense for once. “Do it.”

      It seems like an eternity until I feel Javier behind me, hear the rustling of his own pants coming off. He presses against me, pushing my bare thighs into the edge of the desk. The feeling of his hard cock against my bare ass makes me swallow hard, even before his hand dips forward and into my folds, finding my tender clit easily. This isn’t what I want. I want him to fuck my brains out. I want him to act like he doesn’t give a shit about me, because I know that’s the truth.

      It has to be.

      “Just fucking fuck me already,” I moan, my hips bucking greedily into his.

      “Not until you tell me,” he murmurs.

      “Tell you wha—” I begin, but my words cut into a wordless gasp as his fingers trace along my wet slit.

      “Tell me, Selina,” he says, the broad tip of his cock teasing my ready entrance, making me whimper with need. “Tell me who you belong to.”

      God, it’s starting to work. My mind feels fuzzy at the edges, growing delirious with overwhelming desire. It’s deranged, but I feel I might die without him inside me. If there’s a female version of blue balls, I’m dangerously close to it. But even so, I can’t give him what he wants. I refuse to admit what he’s asking me to, even though it would be the truth. It’s too much.

      He pulls his hips away from mine, and before I can react to the absence, pain blooms across my right ass cheek. I feel it a heartbeat before I hear the loud smack, register the point of impact.

      Did he just fucking spank me?

      “Tell me, Selina,” he repeats, this time a groan in my ear as he presses his cock against me again, digs his fingertips a little too hard into my hips. “I won’t ask again.”

      “You,” I whisper, barely louder than a breath. I feel a new flood of heat to my pulsing pussy, and I’m not sure if it’s because of the spanking, or the admission. I’m not sure which would be worse. “I belong to you.”

      I’ve barely finished the sentence before he’s thrusting into me, giving me exactly what I wanted and more. I swear I black out for a blink when his thick head crashes into my cervix, hard. All I breathe, feel, think, is carnal pleasure. There’s no room in my head for anything but sensation, and I can almost make myself pretend to forget who’s providing it.

      Almost.

      “Harder,” I moan, because almost isn’t enough. My nails are digging into the mahogany and I already know there will be bruises across the front of my thighs from where they’re banging against the desk, but I need it harder.

      “I don’t think you can handle harder, princesita,” Javier growls, sounding barely winded as he pistons into me as if he can fuck the attitude right out of me.

      “Just fucking do it,” I order, knowing as I say it that any sort of demand is ill advised. But maybe pissing him off is exactly what I needed right now, because he grabs my ponytail violently and jerks my head back, making me cry out in pain even as my knees wobble beneath me with arousal.

      “You can’t play those games with men like me,” he growls, his other hand moving gently against my swollen clit. “Not if you want to be able to walk tomorrow.”

      I hate the power his dirty mouth has over me, both planted between my thighs and whispering into my ear. My orgasm comes out of me like a sob, fast and choked. Holding my hips locked in place, Javier lets himself finish too, the pulsations of his cock syncopating to the shuddering spasms of my own release.

      As soon as it’s over, as soon as he lets me go, I pull away from him and tug my pants back on. I don’t wait to find out if he had anything to say to me, any pillow talk to follow up the threats he made while inside me. I wipe the undersides of my eyes real quick for any smudged mascara, then exit the study.

      That was the distraction I was looking for, at least for a few moments, but I still feel defeated. I know in my bones this won’t be the last time, not by a long shot. I crave this man, both his rare moments of tenderness as well as his far more frequent violence. I fall deeper into his vortex every day. Even worse, every night I come a little bit closer to accepting my fate, my feelings, my future.

      I belong to Javier Vega now, and it’s possible I always will.

      I can’t fight it for much longer.
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      So I’ve fallen for my original enemy, head, heart, and sinker. So what? Happens to the best of us. That doesn’t mean I have to give up on my new enemy, the one who is ultimately responsible for my brother’s death, and will almost certainly never face justice in a court of law. I don’t know why it took me so long to realize the benefits of having a very real, very tangible focus for my inner turmoil. I was fucked up long before Javier Vega entered my life, from the day I saw my brother bleed out before my very eyes, leaving me to believe his death was somehow my own doing. But now that I know he was being targeted by the drug kingpin, it changes everything. There’s nothing I could have done then, no amount of money or expensive jewelry that could have dissuaded our attacker. But now? Now, thanks to my ruthless, probably-ex-assassin husband and his gang of thugs, I have everything I need to find the shooter responsible for my greatest trauma and…

      And then what? Am I going to kill the man with my own hands? Ordering the death of my old guards was horrible enough. Will I ask Javier to do it for me? Would he even agree to that?

      And what about the man pulling the strings of whatever lackey pulled the trigger? El Sombrerón. It’s just a name. Just a name that makes a small chill run up my spine when I think of it. Just a name, just a man. The only man who seems to unsettle my unnervingly stoic husband, the man who marked him and destroyed him and carved him into the dark monster that turned up on my doorstep. The monster I married. The monster whose body I can’t keep my hands off of, whose arms I curl into for comfort every night.

      It’s not enough to cut off El Sombrerón’s supply, although that does make me feel better, to know my family’s legacy is no longer entwined with his dirty business. He’ll simply find another avenue to get his drugs into the country, and keep breaking little boys like Javier, doing god-knows-what to girls like Miel, and ordering hits on the next unlucky innocent who tries to get in his way. No, sooner or later El Sombrerón will have to die, both for the sins of his past as well as the potential ones of his future. But I’m still just a spoiled heiress, albeit one who knows how to throw a punch and how to load a gun. If I want any part in taking down the big kahuna himself, I’ll have to keep carving every pampered layer off of myself, until all that’s left is the vicious animal at my core. I know there must be one deep in there, just as there seems to be one in everyone. Most can keep it hidden forever, not even aware of its existence, but some people are born with it closer to the surface, and some are forced to draw it out to survive. Javier poked and prodded at my darkness until I could ignore it no more, and now, now I’m bringing it out to play. This is the world I live in now, and I am done running from it. Now, I adapt.
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      Javier is out on business on New Year’s Eve, and I’m sure as hell not going out partying, so Miel decides it’s finally time to teach me to shoot. This lesson has been tricky, since we can’t get me to a gun range, and while my property is expansive, the night of Javier’s home invasion proved it’s not quite large enough to go around shooting guns without the neighbors freaking out. So tonight, while the rest of the city is popping bottles and shooting off fireworks, we’re in the back yard, facing down a row of canned vegetables stolen from the pantry.

      “Don’t close your eye,” Miel says from behind me, her hands pushing my shoulders down slightly. “That’s some movie shit, and a great way to royally fuck your aim.”

      I obey, loosening my shoulders. The Glock is heavier in my hands than I expected, and a little bit cold. Or maybe that’s just the night chill. Miel made me take my gloves off, and my coat. She said I would be uncomfortable and distracted in the field, so I might as well learn that way from the jump. I think maybe she just likes to see me suffer.

      “Okay, just like we said,” Miel says, as fireworks begin bursting in the distance. “Go.”

      I pull the trigger for the first time, my body instantly forgetting to relax. Bang. I flinch and gasp a little bit at the recoil, but Miel is already telling me to go again. It’s easier this time, and by the third time, my hands almost aren’t shaking.

      “I didn’t hit anything,” I say, my voice falling a bit as I examine the damage, or lack thereof.

      “Seems like you probably should’ve hit something, at least out of blind luck,” Miel says, not bothering to sugarcoat it. “Just try not to freak out so much this time. Go again.”

      Bang, bang.

      The colors exploding overhead do nothing to mask the sound of the gunshots, at least not at this distance. I’ve handled the gun before, Miel taught me how to load it and clean it even when we couldn’t do any actual shooting. I didn’t think it would be this hard to actually fire it, thought that it wouldn’t feel as menacing when it was my own hands pulling the trigger, like how people who get carsick don’t feel nauseous when they’re the ones at the wheel. But every time I pull the trigger, every time I see the burst of light, hear the tiny explosion, smell the gunpowder, I’m suddenly on the other side of the barrel all over again.

      Bang, bang.

      Blood.

      “Selina?” Miel is asking, and I realize I’ve just been standing here with my arms extended, gun cocked, not pulling the trigger. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      Shit. Her voice is soft, pitying. She thinks I’m too fucked up, too weak to handle it. And she’s not wrong. The edges of my vision tint red every time I hear the shot, and I can’t make my hands stop shaking. But I don’t get to be weak anymore, don’t get to coddle my trauma with therapy and wine and self-pity. That’s not a choice I got to make for myself, but I do get to choose what comes next.

      Inhale, exhale.

      I draw all my limbs into center, rooting down through the soles of my feet, squaring my shoulders. The memories battering at the doors of my mind are just tumbleweeds in the wind, cars on a busy highway. I only exist in the present. I focus on the light smell of gunpowder still lingering in the air, the sound of the fireworks in the distance, the sight of the row of cans directly ahead.

      Inhale, exhale.

      I pull the trigger.

      Crack.

      Pureed sweet potato bursts into the air, the thin mist of orange now extra-pureed. I hear Miel inhale excitedly beside me, but she says nothing, not yet. I pull the trigger again.

      This one misses, but I don’t pay that much mind. I’m probably never going to be a crack shot, even if I put in years of training, and that’s fine. I just want to be able to defend myself. I just want a bite to go with my scarlet-lipped bark.

      Tomatoes are the next to go, creating a spray of red that makes my heart jump sideways.

      Blood.

      Inhale.

      Exhale.

      I am outside my body, pulling all my strings taut, pulling the trigger one more time, two more times, ten more times.

      Bang. Bang.

      Bang,

      
        
        bang,

      

      

      
        
        bang.

      

      

      “That was fucking great,” Miel is saying, carefully taking the gun from my hands, which start shaking again as soon as I look at them. “Let’s take a break now.”

      “I can do it,” I insist, but don’t fight her. I rub my hands against my thighs, trying to get rid of the slight buzzing sensation that remains in them, the echo of the violence they just inflicted on innocent canned vegetables.

      “I know,” she says, and there’s no pity or softness in her voice, nor any particular level of admiration. It’s just matter of fact. “That’s enough for now, though. You want a beer? I could go for a beer.”

      “I want to go again,” I say, reaching for the gun, which she pulls back and holds just above me, like a parent holding a toy out of a toddler’s reach.

      “I said that was enough,” Miel says, her voice firmer now. “I told you I’d teach you how to defend yourself. I’m not going to let you learn how to attack.”

      “Didn’t Javier tell you?” I say, unable to mask my annoyance. My hands are still shaking. I want them wrapped around the stock again, strong and capable. “I’m done running from y’all. I’m done fighting you. I give in, I give up, y’all win. You don’t have to worry about that, if that’s what you mean.”

      “That’s not it,” Miel says. I grab for the gun, useless as the gesture may be, and she dodges me easily, then reaches out with her other hand and fists the front of my shirt, pulling me in close, glaring me into submission. “You don’t get to be like us, Selina.”

      Don’t get to be like what? Dangerous? Violent? Broken in a way that makes me stronger instead of simply shattered? I lost any other option when they stole my life and pulled me into their world kicking and screaming. How dare she now force me to keep playing the role of the victim?

      But Miel just lets me go with a shove, marching back into the mansion and leaving me alone with the mess we made.
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      I wake up with a new soreness between my legs. Well, more specifically, across my ass cheeks. My face burns at the memory of what happened last night. Lately I’ve been seeking “distraction” from my husband more and more often, and he’s only too eager to provide the roughness I crave. Last night was different, though. Last night he didn’t just spank me with his hand, but took a belt to my ass when I got a little too mouthy. And I liked it, no, loved it. That’s fucked up, right? Twisted, even for a girl like me. But I came harder than I ever have. I’ve been prone to addiction my whole life. Is this just my newest drug, my husband and the things he does to me? I don’t care. I’m already craving my next fix.

      Javier is already gone, as usual, so I pull on some leggings and a sweater and head downstairs.

      “Morning,” I say cheerily, then force myself to turn my friendly smile a couple kilowatts down. Just because I’m in a just-got-fucked-good mood doesn’t mean I have to wear it on my sleeve. The crew is sitting along the kitchen bar, feasting on the breakfast Kate laid out for us. I go to join them, taking the open stool beside Javier, but I can’t hide the tiny wince that crosses my face as my sore derriere hits the seat. I look up quickly to make sure no one saw, but Miel is already staring directly at me, her brows furrowed.

      “Can I talk to you,” she says, no question mark at the end of her demand. She’s standing already, waiting for me to go with her.

      “Jesus, Miel, let her at least get some coffee,” Javier says. I wonder if he knows what she saw. My face is going pink again. What am I supposed to tell her? Sorry if it’s awkward that I let your boss and pseudo-brother fuck me too rough last night?

      Miel rolls her eyes and grabs my arm, yanking me off the stool and pulling me down the hall with her. She pushes open the door to the empty guest suite, the one where Max and I used to hide out in as children.

      “Did he find out?” she asks, eyes wide. “I told you he’d be pissed if he found out I was training you.”

      “Javier? What? No,” I say, eyeing the other woman nervously. She seems freaked out, which is a color I’ve rarely seen on her before. It must be contagious, because my heart starts pounding a little faster at the sight.

      “Is he hurting you?” she goes on. “How long has this been going on?”

      “What? It’s not. He isn’t hurting me,” I say, mostly truthfully. He’s not not hurting me, but I’m also not not enjoying it.

      “Someone hurt you,” Miel says simply, pushing me back so I land on the bed harshly, ass first. It’s a soft surface, but thanks to her I hit it pretty hard, and the impact makes me gasp a little. “Excuse me for assuming it was the man you share a marital bed with.”

      “Oh my god, do we really have to do this?” I snap, now pretty pissed at her myself. “Yeah, I’ve been sleeping with Javier, and not just literally. But what happens between us is none of your business. I don’t have to explain myself to you.”

      Her eyes go wide, and before they become unreadable as ever, I think I see a little bit of hurt flash through them, and I see a small tremor in her fingertips. Fuck. I suddenly remember the scars on her breast, the words in her police file. Someone, maybe more than one someone, hurt her in a very real way, and she probably didn’t enjoy it one bit. I’m an idiot.

      “No, Miel,” I say, sighing and pushing myself back up off the bed. I try my best not to sound pitying, not to let my voice convey the genuine sympathy I’m feeling inside. I’m guessing she wouldn’t respond particularly well to that. “You know Javier, he’s not like that. God, this is so awkward. Um, I know it’s insane that we’re hooking up. Trust me, I know. And that’s all it is, really. Aside from the whole marriage thing, I guess, but that’s obviously bullshit. I don’t know how to explain it, but it’s like… I’ve been through this horrible nightmare since y’all got here, and he’s been right there the whole time, one way or another, and shit like that, it just pushes people together. Even if those people also kind of hate each other. And yeah, maybe it got a little rough last night, but it’s kind of a hate-fuck thing, I guess, so that’s just kind of how that goes.”

      This feels worse than when I told Miel about how I was responsible for my brother’s death, or at least how I thought that at the time. And I’m leaving out a lot, especially the things I can’t even admit to myself yet. Yeah, I still hate Javier, and what happens between us is nowhere near romantic, but… there’s something else there, too, something words can’t fully describe. There’s a dark pull that draws me to him, in and out of bed. I felt it the very first moment he broke into my house, when our eyes met for the first time. The harder I work to bury the feeling, the stronger it becomes. I don’t particularly believe in soul mates, and even if I did, he definitely wouldn’t be mine. But sometimes, in the dark, when I’m about to fall asleep and my guard is down, I feel his presence fill the shattered cracks of me. As if being without him, even for a short time, would be like losing a physical part of myself. I’ve never felt that way with any man before. Then again, I’ve never been essentially kidnapped by a lover before. It’s probably just a symptom of my fucked up brain, and I doubt he feels it in return. I’m just a convenient fuck to him. He was forced to marry me for his big bad plan, so why not make the most of it? I’ll never be more than a wealthy prisoner to him. But Miel doesn’t need to know all that.

      “I see,” Miel says slowly, keeping her face totally straight, eyes guarded. “My mistake.”

      “Okay,” I say after a generous moment, realizing that no, of course she’s not going to apologize. “I’m going to go get my coffee now.”

      “Selina,” the woman says to me as I turn away, sternly enough to keep my feet planted, but with an unexpectedly soft edge to her tone. If I didn’t know better, I’d think it was concern. “Be careful. You don’t know Javier as well as you think you do, believe me. Even I don’t know him, not all of him. I trust him with my life, and he might be the only person I’ll ever love, but…”

      She hesitates, reconsiders whatever it is she was about to tell me. “You’re right, it’s none of my business. But the thing is, Selina, when push comes to shove, all men are ‘like that’. Even the ones we love.”
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      “Teach me how to make tacos,” I say, pushing away the cookbook Brock set in front of me, currently open to a chicken bruschetta recipe. He looks up from the tomatoes he’s lining up on the kitchen counter, beside the bamboo cutting board. Kate’s taken over the housekeeping since her return, but Brock and I have still been doing most of the cooking. I told her it’s because she already does too much, but honestly, Brock is just a thousand times better of a cook.

      “Tacos?” Brock repeats, blowing a strand of dirty blond hair out of his face. That man bun of his probably appeals to a certain audience, but it’s gotten a little too wild for my own taste. Not that I have ever been attracted to Brock, I remind myself hurriedly, as if my husband can read my thoughts. But I can still have an opinion of a man’s fashion choices, regardless of my level of attraction toward him. “Yeah, we can do that. I think we’re a little low on cheddar and sour cream, but we can manage.”

      “No, not that tex mex bullshit,” I say, sighing heavily. “I mean, like a real taco. Like, a street-style taco.”

      Brock arches an eyebrow at me. “You know Vega is Venezuelan, right? Not really known for their tacos. Arepas, maybe.”

      I didn’t know that, actually.

      “I don’t know what you’re implying,” I say, making a face at him and grabbing up all his tomatoes, making a show of returning them to their spot in the pantry. I guess he remembers that conversation with Javier as well as I do, unfortunately for my pride. “I just want some tacos, sue me.”

      “But not the tex mex kind, sure,” Brock says, now with both brows raised, but doesn’t fight me on this. “Okay, white girl.”

      “You’re literally white, you don’t get to call me that,” I tell him archly. “And don’t come at me with that ‘coconut’ shit, either.”

      “Whatever you say, boss,” he says, and though I know he’s being sarcastic, the nomenclature sends a small thrill up my spine. Maybe someday, they really will see me as the boss, or at least the boss’s wife. Is that really what I want? To be a mob wife? I remember the way my hands felt wrapped around a gun, and the idea doesn’t seem that off-putting. “Check the fridge for some chorizo.”

      I do, rifling past a couple steaks and some ground turkey wrapped in brown paper. Out of the corner of my eye, I watch Brock searching deep in the pantry for something. How did this hipster-boy-slash-chef wind up running with these criminals? I’ve never seen him in action, other than the first night, but he must be just as deadly and capable as the others to be part of the team. It bothers me, for some reason, that he doesn’t look the part. If he was just another stranger walking by me on the street, I wouldn’t feel the chill of fear that I would with the others. Then again, anyone looking at me, in my baby pink Chanel sweater and cozy Prada shearling boots, probably wouldn’t expect me to be a killer in the making, either.

      “How did you get involved with Javier?” I ask as I slap the chain of sausage links onto the counter, trying to sound casual. “I mean, I know he and Miel go way back, but I don’t know how you and H met them. And I haven’t seen the… you know, the mark, on y’all’s arms.”

      “Did it ever occur to you that maybe you don’t know because you’re not supposed to?” Brock says with a raised brow, equally casual. “Pull all that meat out of the casings.”

      “The thought crossed my mind, yeah.” I grab a knife and a bowl and cut the first casing open, making a face as I start shoving the raw ground meat out. “But I get to know stuff now. I’m part of things.”

      Brock snorts, peeling the outer layers of a red onion off into the sink beside me. “You’re not a part of things.”

      “I am!” I insist, slamming my knife on the counter and turning to face him, indignant.

      “The prisoner never gets to be the queen, no matter who she marries,” Brock notes tauntingly, plucking some cilantro from the row of potted herbs on the windowsill.

      “Go to hell,” I say, turning back to my work. I’ve talked about my so-called marriage enough for the day.

      “Well, since you asked so nicely,” Brock teases, coming up on my other side to finish chopping the toppings. “I doubt Vega really gives a shit about my story, so it wouldn’t hurt to tell you.”

      I say nothing, not wanting to spook the man.

      “You’re right, I’ve never been one of El Sombrerón’s men,” Brock begins, hitting the wrong accent on the word as he flashes his tattoo-free arms. “I just came down to Atlanta for the first time last year, actually. My sister was going to school down here, though. Georgia Tech. Get out a pan and get the meat cooking, with this.”

      He gestures to the small can he pulled from the back of the pantry. Chipotles in adobo. I pull the chipotles out carefully, as instructed, and mix the adobo sauce into a pan with the chorizo meat.

      “Wash your hands now, and be careful about touching your eyes or anything,” Brock says, and I refrain from making a face at him. I’m still a relative newbie in the kitchen, but if he warns me about working with hot peppers one more time, I’m going to lose it. “Anyway, my sister, she was going to Georgia Tech, until she got involved in some bad shit. Drugs. Then she got in too deep and had to start working for him to pay off her debt.”

      From the tightness in his voice, I get the feeling most women in El Sombrerón’s empire get the same job assignment. “Did you know?”

      “No, I wasn’t exactly in contact with my family at the time,” Brock says after a brief pause. I think he’s starting to regret agreeing to tell me this, but he doesn’t stop. “I was doing time.”

      Time?

      “Oh!” I say, when the meaning dawns on me. “Oh.”

      “Yeah, I know I don’t exactly look the part,” he gestures to himself with his hand, which has bits of chopped cilantro stuck to it now. He doesn’t offer up more information, but I guess that one way or another, that probably explains how he had the skills necessary to make the team. “Anyway, by the time I got out, it was too late. She was already dead.”

      “Oh my god,” I breathe. Now I’m the one starting to regret initiating this conversation. Is everyone in this house damaged as hell? “I’m so sorry, Brock. I know how much it hurts to lose a sibling.” Hell, I even know how much it hurts to lose a sibling to this particular enemy. Brock accepts my condolences with a tight nod. I shouldn’t ask the question bubbling up in my throat, but I have to know. I have to know everything this monster is capable of. “What… What happened?”

      “Do you know what happens when a packet of cocaine bursts inside you?” he asks. I shake my head. Please don’t tell me. “Well, now I do.”

      “Fuck,” I say, because I can’t say I’m sorry again, and no other words really suit the occasion.

      “Yeah, well,” Brock says with a shrug, not an uncaring one, but just one that acknowledges that what happened happened, and that there’s no use dwelling on the conversation point any further. I’ve given many a shrug like that. “Anyway, as soon as I got out of Jessup I took a bus straight down here. All I could see was red. I had no plan, I just wanted to find and kill everyone I could associated with this man. I only got to a couple low level dealers before Vega was sent to take care of me.”

      I stir the aromatic meat methodically even as my heart drops out of my body, forcing myself not to react to the fact that the closest thing I have to a friend in this house just casually admitted to killing a couple people, and then mentioned that the man I share a bed with was sent to return the favor.

      “He was looking for allies against El Sombrerón, so he heard me out, and then enlisted me. And now, here we are. I imagine H has a similar story, I’ve never asked. The only person Vega truly trusts is Miel, but barring that kind of trust, an enemy of an enemy, you know.”

      I do know.

      “That’s insane,” I say, clearing my throat awkwardly before speaking again. “Well, thanks for sharing that. You didn’t have to.”

      “Well, I know your whole story, it’s only fair you get to know mine,” Brock says, keeping his face carefully turned away from me even as his voice remains light and teasing. “Especially if you’re going to be a part of things.”

      I smile a little at the thought, scraping the taco meat into a bowl. I don’t know why it’s so important to me to feel like I belong in this group of criminals, each more lethal than the next. But if I don’t get a choice in spending the rest of my life with these people, it would be nice to at least stop feeling like such a useless outsider.

      Still, as I pop some tortillas into the oven to crisp up, I can’t shake Brock’s words about Javier and Miel, or what she said the other day. They’re both right. I know there’s nothing romantic between those two, and I shouldn’t care even if there was, but it still tugs at a sore spot within me, to acknowledge that I’ll never be as close to him as she is. Prisoner, wife, or whatever my next title is, he’ll never truly trust me, and I’ll never truly know him.

      I told him once that I could never love a man I don’t know. So what is this feeling that’s taken root deep in my gut, growing harder to ignore by the minute?
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      I smile at my captive princess as she sets the plate of tacos down in front of me. Street style, the kind I taunted her with way back when. Did she choose this dinner menu because she thought it would please me, or as a fuck-you? She’s certainly proven in more ways than one that I was wrong about her, at least in some of my first judgments. In other ways, I was only too right.

      No, from the proud beam she keeps trying to hide, I think she did this for me, because she thought I’d like it. And I do, of course I do. The gesture warms something new in me. This goes beyond just owning her body and her mind. Just as quickly, the warm feeling turns to a twisting ache. I don’t want to own her heart.

      Not like this.

      Not stolen and unearned.

      Selina sits down to my left, eagerly digging into her own dinner, juicy red sauce dripping down her wrist. Kate compliments the meal, and Selina thanks her with a smile, crediting Brock for most of the work. She seems happy right now, and that concerns me. My princess’s mood has been erratic since we got back from Paris. She was dead silent the whole plane ride back, and still is mostly reticent to talk to me. Our old conversations before bed are over, and to be honest, I already miss her prodding questions. If it weren’t for the fact that she’s tearing off my clothes every chance she gets, we wouldn’t be interacting at all. Am I crazy for complaining that my pretty wife’s libido is suddenly through the roof? I mean, it was only a few weeks ago I was growing impatient with her for denying the fiery attraction between us. But now… Now it seems like she’s using sex to hide something, not from me, but from herself.

      What’s more is that I haven’t seen her doing her usual yoga practice in weeks. Instead, I watch her through the grainy surveillance camera feed as she lifts weights for hours in the basement gym. She also seems to have abandoned her early morning and late evening meditations, trading those in for increasingly longer hours on the treadmill. I had H give her back limited TV privileges, but even when she’s lounging on the couch she’s not fully relaxed, always jostling a nervous leg or drumming her fingers on something.

      She’s not going to run again. That’s not what concerns me. I feel that conviction in my bones. No, I’m worried that she’s so quickly given up a core part of herself, practices and beliefs that have held her stitched together for years. I wanted her broken, yes, twisted into a woman who would better fit in my world, but I didn’t mean to lose the woman she was completely. Have I pushed her too far, too fast?

      That’s why, after dinner, as Kate and Brock start gathering empty plates, I grab Selina and pull her into the hallway, wrapping my arms around her waist in an uncharacteristic embrace. I like keeping our business in the privacy of our bedroom, whatever that business may be. I’m not one for public displays of semi-affection, especially not in front of my people. Affection is weakness. I trust my team as much as I can trust anyone, but I don’t need them to know that Selina is not just any prisoner to me, that our relationship isn’t solely an act anymore. I don’t need them to know that if anything were to happen to her, I’m not sure I would survive it, at least not without fully succumbing to the monster within. I’ve already gone too far to prevent that.

      Selina startles, placing her hands on my chest both to balance herself and to push away from me as much as she can while still caged in my tight embrace. She glances back toward the door to the dining room nervously. She doesn’t want them to know, either. She has her own weaknesses to hide, her own images to maintain.

      “Let’s go out,” I say, as if we’re just a normal suburban couple planning their next date night to the Olive Garden. “Dinner, tomorrow.”

      “Like on a date?” Selina says with a nervous chuckle, fidgeting in my grasp.

      “People will get suspicious if we never show our faces together after the wedding,” I say, not quite answering her question. “Besides, it’s been too long since you’ve been off the estate. You deserve some fresh air.”

      She doesn’t respond in either the affirmative or negative. She doesn’t trust a gift from me, especially seemingly unprovoked. That’s fair.

      “Can I pick the place?” she says at last.

      “Sure,” I say, after considering it for a moment. “Just let me know in advance so I can figure out security.”

      Her lips twitch down at that. We can’t go out without additional security measures, not when we’re still waiting for our enemy to strike at any moment. But she thinks the security is for her, to ensure her cooperation. She thinks that after everything, I still worry she’s going to run.

      Before I have a chance to tell her otherwise, or at least consider doing so, the door from the dining room pushes open and H nearly stumbles into us. Selina quickly pushes away from me, like we’re teenagers getting busted in the high school halls, and H just gives us an awkward nod and a tight smile. Damn it. Selina is already scurrying away, heading back toward the kitchen.

      “Princesa,” I call out after her, and she pauses, turns back to me. Even in the artificial light, with no makeup and a smudge of red sauce on her cheek, she looks like the queen she was born to be. It’s a shame that I stole that future from her. “Thanks for the tacos.”

      She nods in response, offering a shy smile, and disappears.
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      We arrive at Bone’s Steakhouse the next night with Miel and Hernando in tow, and Javier assures me there are several police officers already there. There was a time, right after Max died, when security around me was particularly heightened, but never to this degree. It’s hard to forget exactly what kind of threat we’re dealing with, when even dinner requires calling in multiple backup teams.

      Our table is near the back, away from the windows, but close to an exit for easy escape. Since when did I start noticing things like this? Probably around the same time I married an up-and-coming mob boss, I guess. But at what point did I stop thinking about our union as an act of extortion? And since when do we go on dates? For some reason, it’s almost more unsettling when he pretends that we’re normal people, a normal couple. I don’t like playing these games, going around in these circles.

      He lets me choose our wine—likely more because he doesn’t know shit about wine, and doesn’t give a shit about knowing about wine, than as a gesture of generosity. I choose a merlot I’ve never had before, but oddly enough, when my glass is poured, I don’t find myself as eager for the drink as I might have been a few months ago. I mean, I’m still going to down the whole bottle, of course. It’d be a shame to let a couple thousand dollars’ worth of crushed, rotten grapes go to waste.

      “How have you been?” Javier begins awkwardly, and I make big, horrified eyes at him. What the hell? We don’t ask each other shit like that.

      Thankfully, our calamari appetizer arrives just then, sparing me having to answer the bizarre question, or more likely, starting an argument based on it. My mouth is full of tiny tentacles when Javier clears his throat and, for reasons beyond my understanding, repeats the question.

      “You don’t have to do this, you know,” I say, gesturing at the restaurant around us, at the question hanging between us. “Act like this is a real relationship. I don’t need that. I’m a big girl, I’m perfectly capable of casual sex without needing to be wined and dined or have my emotions fluffed.”

      Javier doesn’t say anything for a moment, then clears his throat. “I know that. I’m not trying to do any of that. I truly want to know if you’re doing alright. You haven’t seemed quite yourself lately.”

      I snort at the statement, shoving more calamari into my mouth in an equally unladylike fashion. I haven’t been myself since the day I met him. He stole myself from me, along with everything else. “Why would you suddenly care?”

      “Because I’m your husband,” he says simply, as if that’s a real answer.

      I laugh, a hollow, bitter sound. I don’t even know where to begin with that statement, but our filets are arriving. I swear, this server is my guardian angel tonight.

      “I mean it, Selina,” Javier says. I can tell he’s trying to meet my eyes, but I keep mine on my plate, cutting myself a tiny bite of the juicy steak. “Just because this marriage is… unconventional, doesn’t mean I don’t intend to fulfill my marital duties.”

      Well, he’s certainly been doing a damn fine job of fulfilling certain marital duties.

      “That doesn’t mean anything,” I say, finally looking back up at him, gesturing with my fork. What I want to ask is, what does a man like you even know about marriage? People capable of taking lives can’t also be capable of love. Lately, I’m starting to think we both belong in that category, one way or another.

      “It does,” Javier insists, finally cutting into his own meat. “It means it’s my responsibility to protect you, not just your life and physical wellbeing, but all of you.”

      “So what’s my responsibility?” I ask, cocking my head. “To cook your meals and do your laundry and suck you off every night? Until I start pumping out babies, that is.”

      The server reappears just then to make sure everything came out alright, almost certainly catching most of my tirade. Maybe not so much on my side after all.

      “Your responsibility can be whatever you want it to be,” Javier says, once we’re alone again. “Even if you decide that’s nothing at all.”

      “This really does mean something to you, huh?” I ask, studying the man across from me. Things have been different between us since we signed that damn paperwork. I thought it was because I’d changed, but what if he’s the one who did? Suddenly, I flash back to the files I saw on him at the police station. Of course a man who grew up witnessing a union so violent it led to multiple fatalities would have pretty strong views on the institution, one way or another. I guess I’m lucky Javier took the over-protective approach. A chill runs up my spine, and I remember what Miel told me last week. At the end of the day, all men are like that. I push the thought out of my mind. Clearly, Javier won’t respond well to much more prodding on the subject, and honestly, I don’t feel like going down this road either.

      “I have to go to the ladies’ room,” I say, pulling my napkin off my lap. Javier cuts his eyes to the front entrance, and I’m sure he’s about to send Miel in to babysit me while I piss. “I can’t run away, and no one bad can get to me. We’re surrounded by cops. I’ll be fine alone, I promise.”

      What I really mean is, please. Please let me have two seconds of privacy. Please let me have a figment of trust.

      Javier hesitates for a moment, and I think he’ll deny me, but instead he just nods. “Of course.”

      I rise, grabbing my tiny Coach clutch. There’s nothing in there but a tube of red lipstick, but that’s all I really need. I’m relieved when I push the bathroom door open and find it empty. I’m in no mood to make small talk with a socialite tonight. Not that I ever am.

      I’m touching up my lipstick in the mirror when the door swings open again. When I see it’s a man, I startle and gear up to scream. Nothing good comes of men barging into women’s bathrooms, especially when the woman is alone. The man quickly flashes a police badge, though, and I deflate slightly. I guess Javier changed his mind about letting me go alone. Why wouldn’t he have just sent Miel, though, or at least a female officer?

      “Detective Andrews,” the man says, holding a hand out to me. I take it out of habit, but something about him sets an alarm off in my head. I know the police are under Javier’s thumb now, here to protect me, but some instinct tells me that I shouldn’t trust this man, no matter how pretty he may be, and boy are my womanly weaknesses primed to want to trust this man. Because Detective Andrews is the kind of guy that could make a nun cream her panties—tall, broad shouldered, and so built he can’t hide his musculature even under that cheap, ill-fitting suit. His skin is dark, the kind of black that is almost obsidian, and his hand is warm and unexpectedly soft. This is a man used to getting what he wants, especially from women, but he’s out of his mind if he thinks I’m falling for whatever he’s here to sell.

      “Selina,” I say stiffly. Why are we doing introductions? Why would a detective be on date night guard duty? I should go. “Thanks for your help, but I should get back to my dinner before it gets too cold.”

      “I just need to speak to you for a few minutes,” Andrews says, matching my step forward with one of his own, blocking my exit. My pulse speeds up, but I keep my face perfectly even. In the back of my mind, I’m already adding up his weak spots. Those loafers don’t stand a chance against a sharp stomp from my stiletto, and a knee to the balls is always a safe bet.

      “What about?” I ask, keeping my voice light and casual, like I’m not picturing smashing his manhood and fleeing.

      “Your husband,” he says. Fuck. “Javier Vega. Pretty whirlwind romance, huh? How long did you two even know each other, before the big day?”

      “What can I say, when you know, you know,” I answer through a gritted smile, trying again to step toward the door. Again, he cuts me off.

      “Let’s just cut to the chase, Miss Palacios,” he says, and I wish he’d keep my name out of his mouth. “I know you were at the police station the day your company’s previous CEO was shot to death, and I know you were in his office when it happened. I also know your new beloved’s criminal record disappeared the next day, a few hours before you signed your marriage contract.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say, keeping my tone measured. My heart is pounding. I should be kneeing him in the balls right now, like I practiced a thousand times with Miel. But what if he’s trying to help me? What if he’s trying to save me?

      Do I still need saving?

      “Okay, sure,” Andrews says, sighing. “My instinct tells me you’re just as complicit as he is, Selina, but I’m having a hard time coming up with motive. Actually, the facts suggest you might be involved in all this against your will, no matter what my gut says. So tell me, are you a damsel in distress, or are you a good girl gone bad?”

      Maybe women can be more than the belittling archetypes men made up to pretend to understand our behavior better, to explain our actions in imaginary relation to themselves. Maybe I’m just a woman trying her best, not quite in distress, not quite gone bad. I’ve never been a good girl, though, that much is certain. And for once, I don’t feel forced or torn about siding with my unexpected allies over this faux-kind stranger.

      “I don’t believe you’re supposed to be thinking about this at all, with your gut or whatever else you usually use,” I say, tossing aside all charade of politeness. When I hear the coldness of my own voice, even I’m surprised, but Andrews just smiles softly, as if he expected this. “If you don’t let me walk out of this bathroom right now, I’m going to scream for my husband. Now, he’s just a regular civilian like me, but I can’t say what it might bring out in him, to find his ‘damsel in distress’ under attack.”

      Detective Andrews keeps looking at me, and I can see in his eyes that I’m confirming his oddly prescient image of me, not as a victim, but as an active player in my own destruction. It chills me a little bit. No one’s ever looked at me like this before, like I’m something to be reckoned with. Like I’m worth taking seriously, even in my Chanel sweater set. Maybe it should set off warning bells in my mind, let me know that I’ve gone too far, but instead it lights something new in me. Something dark and dangerous and exciting, deep in my belly.

      The man steps aside, and I march past him, my stilettos making satisfying little clicks on the bathroom tiles as I leave. I know I should tell Javier about this, let him know about this new potential threat to our plans, but for some reason I don’t really want him to have this one. I don’t want him to swoop in and take over what I already took care of.

      I can handle things too now, even if no one will ever know about it.
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      Selina is fairly quiet for the rest of the dinner, but as soon as we get into the car, she’s on me like a starved animal.

      “Whoa,” I say dumbly, completely taken aback as my wife dives for my pants zipper before I get a chance to put the keys in the ignition.

      “Shut up and push your seat back,” she says, and my hands are already obeying, beholden only to my quickly hardening cock.

      “We’re in the car, and my people are going to ask what’s taking so long,” I protest weakly, feeling like an idiot for even voicing any complaints. What kind of man tries to slow down the woman whose hands are on his dick?

      “The windows are tinted, and you can tell them to wait, tell them we’re talking,” she pants, climbing over the center console and into my lap. “Just shut up.”

      I do, letting her steer. I don’t know what’s happening. Honestly, I thought she was pissed at me. This should probably be another reason for concern, more evidence of erratic behavior, but fu-u-u-uck, her soft hands are on my cock and her softer lips are on my ear. I give in to the pleasure. I’m only human, after all.

      She works me with her hands until I’m too close, too fast, and then she’s tugging her panties to the side, positioning her hungry cunt at my head. Damn, she’s dripping wet. Despite her arguments earlier, all that wining and dining certainly seems to have turned her on. She teases me, lowering herself onto me just a touch, then pulling back, torturously out of reach. I hiss and grab her hips, desperate to plunge into her, but she pulls away from my touch.

      “You’re going to give me a chance,” she says, a whisper in my ear that is too serious for my mood right now. “I’m done waiting. Done trying to prove myself to you.”

      “What?” I ask dazedly, thoroughly confused and dangerously close to blue balls.

      “You’re going to give me a chance to be a real part of the team,” she says, brushing her wet folds against my cockhead, nibbling the shell of my ear. Fucking hell. I’d give her just about anything she asked for right now, and she knows it. “Promise me.”

      “Alright,” I say, and she moans with pleasure, as if I’d just used my mouth on her clit instead of to promise her violence. “Whatever you want, princesa.”

      I feel her let her body go, so I pull her hips down onto me, hard. I hit her cervix, and she howls with pleasure, her nails digging into my shoulder even through this stupid suit jacket. I swear, her pussy fits me like a glove, warm and velvety and so fucking tight. It’s all I can do not to cum right now, like a one-pump teenager who’s never felt a woman’s touch before. The things she does to me, I never could’ve imagined. I pull out and push into her again, and again, and she’s meeting me thrust for thrust, so I let go, let her take control. God, she’s really feeling herself tonight, riding me with abandon, throwing her head back and crying out as if this car is soundproofed as well as bulletproof. I’m almost relieved when she cums, hard and fast and violent, because I couldn’t have held off much longer. I love dominating my woman in bed, maybe a little too much, but who doesn’t like a woman who knows how to take control?

      Selina sags against me as her inner walls spasm around my cock, aftershocks to the main event. Her hands release my shoulders and her head bends beside mine, our chests heaving against one another. Goddamn. Did we really just have a quickie in the parking lot?

      “Tell me I’m powerful,” Selina breathes between pants, in a small voice that sounds anything but.

      “You’re powerful,” I tell her, and I’m not lying.

      “Tell me we’re going to destroy that motherfucker,” she says next, and I don’t have to ask who she means.

      “We are,” I say, and I try to make myself believe it, believe that a boy who came from nothing can really bring down the king.

      “Tell me you’re going to stop handling me with kid gloves, like I’m still a damsel who needs to be protected from reality.”

      If she knew the full truth of what her new reality entails, she would never ask me that. I lift her off me and set her back in the passenger seat, zipping my softening cock back into my pants.

      “You really have changed, if you think these are kid gloves,” is all I say instead, casually, like it’s a joke and not a red flag.

      “Stop saying I’ve changed like it’s a bad thing,” Selina says, her tone harder now. “You’re the one who was so hell bent on breaking me.”

      “I still am, princesa,” I tell her, and that much is true. I just didn’t know that a broken Selina would only come back stronger. “I still am.”
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      I really shouldn’t have agreed to let Selina have a real spot on the team.

      I mean, she literally had me by the balls, but still. And technically I promised her this a long time ago, the day we were legally wed. But I never thought she’d truly want the position, never thought I’d trust her enough to give it to her if she did.

      There’s no reason for me to hold up my end of the bargain. No reason for me to play along with her demands. But I did. God knows why, I did. There’s no way I’m letting her into the field, obviously, and she doesn’t have the experience or the temperament for the logistical side of things. No, her strength is that damn mouth, and I’m finally going to put it to the test. And after our business is taken care of, well, I can think of a few other uses for those red lips.

      “Here are all the names we have dirt on,” I say, turning the laptop Selina’s way. We’re sitting side by side at the kitchen island, leaning in so close our shoulders are touching, despite Miel’s dramatic eye roll as she grabs a blueberry muffin and exits wordlessly. Selina grabs the laptop and pulls it closer to herself, skimming down the list pretty fast. She doesn’t ask where I got all this information, and I don’t offer. I know her relationship with our neighbor was tense even before their altercation at the bridal shower. “Names in this column, info here. It’s all in shorthand, so let me know if—”

      “No,” Selina says simply, shoving the laptop away and taking another sip of coffee.

      “No?” I ask, taken aback. This is already going poorly. “What do you mean, no?”

      “I’m not doing any of these,” she says, squaring her shoulders. She’s so sexy when she’s stubborn, it’s all I can do not to slide my hand under that skirt and up her thigh, right here in the kitchen.

      “You asked for a chance,” I remind her, although the verb “ask” is generous. “This is it. You won’t get another.”

      “I want to do it,” she insists. If it weren’t for the tiny tremor in her fingers that she tries to hide by wrapping her hands around her mug, I’d almost believe her act. “But I’m not interested in any of these names.”

      “Then who?” I ask, the apprehension clear in my voice. I get the feeling I won’t like whatever she says next.

      “Mateo del Rey,” she says, and my other eyebrow shoots up.

      “He’s not on the list,” I say, pointing out the obvious.

      “Of course he’s not,” Selina says simply. “Why would Isla have sold out her own husband?”

      Now she raises an eyebrow at me, daring me to deny the source of this information. I don’t. “Well, if he’s not on the list, what are you going to use on him?”

      “Royal Press is going under,” Selina says, crossing her arms primly, but there’s a prideful glint in her eye. She likes having the upper hand for once. I don’t.

      “Where did you hear that?” I ask her. If this was news before I took Selina, I should have heard it myself by now. And she’s been under lock and key since then, so where could she have heard fresh gossip?

      “I didn’t,” Selina replies, confirming my suspicion.

      “So how do you know?”

      “Print publishing is dying, haven’t you heard?” Selina asks. “Isla should’ve nabbed Bezos while she had the chance.”

      I raise an eyebrow at her. I want a real answer. She sighs and acquiesces.

      “Alright, when I was at their place for the bridal shower, I noticed a few things,” Selina says, putting on a faux-innocent affectation. “Everything was cheaper than what they usually have at their events—the champagne, the hors d’oeuvre, even the gift she gave me.” Her face blushes a little, and I assume her mind is jumping to the quick demise of that particularly lacy gift, as is mine. “And she said the tequila was DeLeón, but it was definitely just Patrón. Trust me, I know my tequilas. Plus, even before that they were laying the help off, and I swear what Isla wore to our engagement party was a repeat outfit.”

      It’s insane that she would notice any of that, but I certainly don’t know well enough to disagree with her findings.

      “That’s still a big risk, princesa,” I say. “What are you going to do if you’re wrong?”

      “I figure you’ll just wave your gun around, make some vague threats to keep him quiet,” my captive wife says cheekily, grinning at me to show she’s joking. When I first entered this house, six months ago, I never would have dreamed we’d end up here, casually discussing violence and extortion over breakfast like true partners in crime.

      “That’s not all I do,” I protest gruffly, making her grin widen. Then she grows serious.

      “I’m not wrong,” she says confidently, placing her slim hand on my arm earnestly. She’s never done that before. There’s something about her gentle, casual touch that burns me in the most delightful way, and makes my chest feel a little tight. “I feel it in my gut. Trust me.”

      And maybe it’s the joking moment we just shared, or her soft hand on my rough skin, or maybe I’m still just freefalling into those endless hazelnut eyes, but I do.

      I fucking do.

      “Are you sure you want to do that to your friend’s husband? To your friend?” I ask, because odd though their relationship may be, I know they’re still friends. Isla may even be my wife’s best friend.

      “I am,” Selina says confidently.

      “Why?” I ask after a beat. I don’t pretend to understand the complex inter-relational workings of Atlanta’s elite, but this seems beyond that.

      “Maybe I can play rough, too,” she says, polishing off the last bit of her coffee and hopping off the bar stool.
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      We meet Mateo in his office downtown, a last minute appointment his secretary finagled for “old friends.” When we arrive at the Royal Press headquarters Selina marches in like she owns the place. I knew she’d be good at this. I have to smile as she hands her coat over to the secretary and struts on without even waiting for me to deposit my jacket. Alright, she might be overcompensating a little bit. But for her first time, she hasn’t fucked up terribly—yet.

      “What’s up, y’all?” Mateo stands when we enter his office, offering me a lively handshake and leaning in for European kisses with Selina. I know my possessive jealousy is a relic of times long past, but the sight makes me want to draw and quarter the man right here. As we take our seats, Selina’s hand brushes mine, and whether the movement is purposeful or not, I’m instantly soothed.

      “I knew you were hitting that, my man,” Mateo del Rey says to me, slapping my knee, and the murderous rage rises again. It always strikes me, the boyishness of this billionaire. It’s not in his countenance—his face bears the same signs of natural aging as mine will in a few years—but it’s in the looseness of his body, the confidence behind every dumb word he says. He carries himself like a boy who’s never known hardship, never had to try or work or sweat. For a moment, I second guess Selina’s conviction. There is no hint of a financial dilemma in this man’s eyes. “I stand by it, what I said that first time. Great catch.”

      “I’m a fucking fantastic catch,” Selina says, syrup-sweet, a perfect socialite’s smile on her scarlet lips, masking sharp teeth beneath. “You, however, are not.”

      I guess she’s jumping right into it. I sit back and let her have at it, keeping my face serious as I enjoy the show. Mateo’s eyes dart quickly between us, becoming nervous when I don’t immediately curb my wife or come to his defense. He has no idea what’s coming, though.

      “I’m not going to beat around the fucking bush,” Selina says, and I’m beginning to suspect this profane performance is inspired by Miel. “I know Royal Press is in huge financial trouble.”

      “I don’t—” Mateo clears his throat, and offers us a big grin, like he’s in on the joke. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Selina.”

      I wish I could say I didn’t doubt my wife in that moment, her observational skills and capability and… what did she cite? Her gut? But in that brief pause, while Mateo del Rey’s face refuses to register any kind of acknowledgment, I start to wonder what I’ll do if she was wrong.

      “Your wife isn’t the only woman in Atlanta who sees things,” Selina says. If her confidence is wavering, she sure isn’t showing it. “Come on, Matty. Don’t waste my time, or yours. You clearly can’t afford it.”

      Another infinite moment.

      Then he pushes his chair back and sighs heavily.

      “Yes, fine, whatever,” he groans, digging the heels of his hands into his eyes. “That new fantasy series totally flopped, and that old white asshole basically robbed us blind. I mean, it wasn’t great before, but that was really the last straw. The Midas Touch, my ass.”

      I eye the framed poster behind him, the title he just quoted emblazoned in metallic gold over a model wearing a sparkling chainmail bikini and not much else. Yeah, not exactly bestseller material, although I suppose sex is rumored to sell.

      “Don’t tell anyone, please,” Mateo adds quickly, eying us frantically. If this is the state of mind he’s burying just under the surface, I’m surprised he could hide it that well. Even I didn’t notice, and I can read people better than most. Then his eyes narrow. “How did you find out, anyway?”

      Selina waves the question away, and leans forward to look the man directly in the eye, resting her elbows on her knees.

      “We can help, Mateo,” she says, so genuinely even I almost believe her. “Cover you while you figure things out.”

      “I don’t want your charity,” Mateo shakes his head.

      “No, it’s not like that,” Selina says quickly. Her tactics need some fine tuning, but she hasn’t lost him yet. “Javier is an… investor.”

      I love hearing my lies on her lips.

      “What does that mean?” Mateo asks suspiciously after a moment. He’s dumb, but he’s not an idiot. He knows bullshit when he hears it.

      Selina glances at me, her chin still lifted, but I see nerves in her eyes. I step in.

      “It means we can front you the money you so desperately need,” I say. “Until you can pay us back. Plus interest.”

      “Ah, so that’s how it is.” Mateo laughs to himself, a humorless sound, and then his face goes dangerously serious. He fixes me in his dark gaze. “I knew there was something fucked up about you. Guys like you don’t land girls like her. Selina, did he do this shit to you too? Is that why you married him?”

      I’m boiling over, rising to strangle the man, but my wife lays a firm hand on my leg.

      “That’s not what happened,” Selina says truthfully. What happened between us was a lot worse. “Take this, Mateo. It’s all you’re going to get.”

      “What’s stopping me from declining your ‘generous’ offer, and telling Isla about it? All of Atlanta will know by tomorrow,” the man sputters, displaying a sore misunderstanding of how his wife operates. “Or, fuck it, I guess this is the kind of thing I can take straight to the police.”

      “Do it,” Selina says, and there she is, the woman I simply had to keep for life. Playing with fire, shoulders back, head cocked, refusing to back down. “Tell the whole world, including your daddy, that you fucked up the family business. Signed too many pretty but talentless girls, and blew the rest on cigars and designer sneakers you’ll never be young enough or cool enough to wear. Even a sexist old dick like Rogelio del Rey might reconsider his decision to leave Royal Press in your hands instead of your sister’s. You’ll lose everything, Matty. Everything.”

      Is it wrong to be half-mast at the sound of my pretty wife threatening a man’s life, albeit metaphorically? Because it’s all I can do not to lean over and kiss Selina right here, right now.

      It takes longer than it should for Mateo to consider this, but he caves just before I decide to go old school and get the gun out. Every moment that my princess isn’t naked and in my bed is a moment too long.

      “Fine,” he says, still holding his prideful posture even as he becomes my wife’s bitch. “I’ll do it.”

      I lay out the logistics as quickly as I can, and we reach an agreement. We’re rising to leave, no more handshakes and air kisses, when Selina turns and lays a hand on the desk, delicately, but heavy with threat.

      “Isla never finds out about this,” she says, not an order, just a statement of prophesied truth.

      “Agreed,” Mateo says, arms crossed.

      “And one more thing,” Selina says, and Mateo’s shoulders tense. But all Selina says is, “Treat her better, Matty. Treat her right.”

      In the lobby, the secretary helps us back into our coats with a cheery smile on her face. When Miel and I confronted Olivia Duvernay, our first upscale ‘client’, we had to corner her, threaten her to keep her attention. Now doors open for me, and the hens invite me right into the henhouse. And I’m not alone anymore. There’s a new wolf in town, a wolf in Chanel and diamonds.

      As soon as I’m buckling my seatbelt in the BMW, Selina squeals like a teenage girl about to see her favorite boy band, and not a grown woman who just successfully extorted an old friend.

      “How was I?” she asks, turning to me. “Was that okay? That was good, right?”

      “Princesa, you were fucking fantastic,” I tell her, shifting into drive. I can’t wait to show her just how good she was. Johns Creek is too far a drive. I turn toward Café Palacios instead. What’s the point of a CEO’s office if you can’t fuck your wife up against the walls?
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      Though Selina is eager to continue flexing her new muscle, and I can’t deny she has a knack for what she doesn’t hesitate to label as extortion, I put her to work on other, safer tasks. Specifically, planning Café Palacios’s relaunch gala. Apparently, that’s what you do when there is a major change to the business—such as the murder of the former CEO, the assignment and speedy betrothal of the new one, and the severing of all ties with a renowned drug kingpin, although the public doesn’t know about that last one. You throw a lavish party, to show stockholders and customers alike that all is well, despite the recent upheaval. And this time, it isn’t a farce. All is well.

      While the true profits of Café Palacios are still stabilizing after the loss of one source of illegal income, our new point of revenue is booming. The heavy hitters Isla provided us with, along with a few new ones straight from Selina, are turning out to be far more lucrative than the desperate fleabags we started with. Go figure. And my wife and I, well, sometimes I almost forget what my captive heiress looks like with her clothes on. I’m still worried about her, worried I’ve pushed too far, too fast, but every time I try to broach the issue, she puts my cock in her mouth, and that shuts me up real quick. She doesn’t seem unwell, though, not on the surface. She’s stronger than ever, and seems to have repaired her pseudo-friendship with Miel, although sometimes I worry I’ll come to resent that union, one way or another. I still never see her on her yoga mat, or fingering her mala beads, and she’s quick to excuse herself from invitations to societal events, even ones I approve of. I don’t know why I care so much. I thought I wanted her to be part of my world, part of me. And I still do. I just didn’t know that this is how my fantasy would look in reality. Didn’t know how readily she would embrace the darkness, once it was offered to her.

      But if she doesn’t walk into the darkness of her own volition, it will eat her alive. Our enemy still hasn’t struck, though his men are breathing down our necks at every turn. Miel wants to strike them first. They’d be easy pickings, at least the first targets. But we already hit our enemy where it hurt most. I don’t believe adding insult to injury will do anything but make his rage deadlier when he does strike. No, the best we can do is wait, and prepare. The longer he takes to strike, the readier we’ll be. I don’t care how that looks to Miel, as long as it keeps us all alive, including her.

      H hacked the phones of a few men close to El Sombrerón. Rumor seems to be that the dangerous drug lord has fallen ill, although no one can confirm it. I don’t believe it for a second. Gods don’t catch illnesses. Especially not the god of death itself.

      That’s why I make sure security for the gala is doubled, tripled. Staff is thoroughly vetted, then personally interviewed by my people. The guest list brings new meaning to the word “exclusive.” And if that’s not enough, well, there are more weapons stuffed into this tux than even I imagined possible.

      Still, I walk out of the limo with my heart in my mouth, right hand discreetly hovering over the Glock in my waistband as my left hand reaches back for Selina’s.

      She steps out Louboutins first, followed by a couple miles of golden leg. I’m relieved when she finally stands and her long skirt falls back into place. It’s a primal instinct I’m not proud of, but I don’t want anyone but me looking at my wife’s fine assets. And when her eyes meet mine and she smiles at me, fuck, I forget there’s anyone here but us.

      I should stop worrying so much about Selina. I’m clearly the one who’s too far gone. I don’t know when this happened, maybe somewhere between her sweet pussy milking my cock like no other has before, or watching her crush a man’s will with nothing but words, but I might have accidentally given the woman I own a tiny piece of myself, too.

      I clear my throat and press my palm against the bare small of her back, gently ushering her down the walkway, smiling tightly at the handful of photographers on the sidewalk. I see H standing by the door and give him a nod, which he returns. All is well so far, but the evening has barely begun.

      We mingle with the guests, my arm looped around Selina’s waist, a smile on her face, and I flash back to the last time we were like this. Our engagement party. Things have changed, but once we enter the ballroom, Selina tenses in my grip, making me feel once again like my embrace is a cage, and I’m holding that smile at gunpoint. She’s come to accept that she belongs to me, belongs in my arms, as long as it’s in bed, where she can hide the shameful truth. In the eyes of the public, though they don’t know anything about us, about our twisted past, she still fights it, fights me. I force my own smile and try to ignore her discomfort, reaching out for the next handshake.

      We work our way through the crowd, and through one more glass of champagne than I should have allowed, and then we’re being ushered toward the stage. I’m getting better at the elbow rubbing, but this is the part that I’m least equipped for. I have to stand in front of all these blue bloods, silk-clad sharks ready to jump on the first sign of weakness, and address them as if I have any idea what I’m doing. As if I earned this position through more than blackmail and apparent nepotism. First, though, comes the waiting.

      Selina and I sit side by side just behind and to the left of the podium, my palm resting gently on her knee, mostly because I don’t know what else to do with my hands. The fabric of her green gown has a bit rougher of a texture than I would have expected, but it’s thin enough I can feel the warmth of her soft skin through it, as well as the subtle tremors pulsing through her. She’s nervous.

      Mayor Allan Conrad finishes his speech, a convincing facade of genuine praise for me, and perhaps actual praise for the company itself. Café Palacios is one of the biggest employers in Atlanta, after all, not even counting the hidden aspects of the business.

      A stockholder with a pompous name I instantly forget goes next, earning a lot of polite laughs from the crowd with some half-assed jokes. Then it’s Selina’s turn. If she is indeed nervous, she shows no sign of it, rising confidently to her feet and smiling at the guests as she approaches the podium with steady strides.

      “Most of you know my story,” she begins, and a few nervous chuckles echo through the ballroom. “But you don’t know my husband’s story.”

      She launches into a well-rehearsed piece of creative fiction, a tale that will hopefully satisfy all doubts about me being fit for the position, as well as the questionable timing of my assignment as CEO and marriage to the heiress. And if people still talk, well, fuck it. I’ll still be shooting towards the top of the list of wealthiest men in Atlanta.

      “Someone gave this to me, said it was for your wife,” one of the APD officers on duty whispers hoarsely, crouching subtly to my right. She hands over a slim tube of lipstick, which I accept with a polite smile. Selina must have left it in the limo, or maybe in the bathroom. I’m not sure why this couldn’t wait, but I move to pocket the lipstick anyway. I’ll give it to Selina later. As I do so, though, the text on the golden tab at the bottom of the black tube catches my eye.

      Bullet to the Heart.

      Selina is always talking about the bizarre names of makeup colors, but this seems—

      Realization hits me suddenly, and the lipstick tube drops out of my hand, rattling against the hardwood floor. Selina is turning to me with a frown, and I’m rising to my feet, but everything is moving in slow motion.

      I know why El Sombrerón hasn’t struck back. Why he hasn’t taken his turn on the battlefield.

      This isn’t a war. He’s not playing games with me, not playing by the rules. He’s delivering one fatal blow, an unmistakable message, ending things on his terms before they even begin.

      “Selina!” my voice is shouting, strained and panicky, but it’s too late.

      I hear the stifled explosion, see my wife’s body jolt back, hands flying off the podium, and then she’s falling into my arms, a scarlet stain spreading rapidly across that gorgeous green dress.
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      I can’t believe I’m going to die the same way my brother did.

      It would only be fair. I’ve often believed I’m the one who should have taken the bullet that night, even after learning the real reason for the attack that night. He was always the good one. If I had died that night instead, none of this would’ve happened.

      And now, I’m going to die anyway.
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      My eyes flutter open. I don’t feel any pain, but I’m surrounded by chaos. I’m lying down, my body vibrating slightly, two figures in white standing over me, yelling words I don’t understand. One of them is trying to cut through my gown. I try to tell her to stop, it’s custom made, but then my vision fades out again.
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      A hard jolt wakes me. I see a slanted view of Grady Hospital in front of me, and then my body goes back to a horizontal position, just night sky above me. I hear a voice shouting to be more careful, more fucking careful. A low, dangerous growl that sounds familiar, tinged with something I’ve never heard before. Fear. Who is that? Why does that voice make my body feel warm? Or maybe that’s just in my head. My body doesn’t feel anything at all.
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      The lights are bright, a blue-ish white. There’s something rubbery and cold over my face, and the air shooting up my nostrils feels sharp. Can air feel sharp? There are new faces above me, and still the shouting, the voice, and other voices saying calm down, sir, let us do our jobs. She’ll be alright. Who is going to be alright? Not me. I’m dying. My slow, lethargic heart wills the voice to say something again. I want to hear that voice one more time. It makes it easier to breathe, when he speaks. But he doesn’t.
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      I miss not being able to feel anything. Now I feel everything, everything, everything. Someone carved all the flesh out of my body, plucked the bones out one by one, and lit a fire inside my skin instead. I’m on fire, I am fire. The pain is a steady pulse, unrelenting. This is how Max felt, when I held him in my arms and watching him bleed out. This is the last thing he ever felt. Pain. Agony, misery, torture—that doesn’t begin to label it. Words are just words. This, this is a lifetime unlived, balled up, doused in gasoline. Mom, Dad, Max, me. Horrific death is our family legacy. I’m glad I’ll never get to pass it on.
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      The voice is back. My hand is being squeezed, I think. My limbs feel miles long, and I could walk all day without finding my hand, or who’s holding it.

      “Don’t die, princesa,” it says. “Don’t you fucking dare die. I said you could never leave me, and I meant it. You can’t. Fucking. Go.”

      I cling to that voice. I have to do what it says, I don’t know why, but I know I do. I will my mouth to open, bite onto that lifeline, but my mind is already fading out again.
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      The faces above me have blue masks on now. The air in my nostrils is heavy and sweet and
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      “—one of the catering staff, just a kid. I swear we vetted him, Javi. He says they threatened his mother. You know what that’s—”

      “I don’t care. He fucked with the wrong man. Kill him.”

      “Okay, but… I think we should wait. Maybe he has more information. We can—”

      “I said to fucking kill him. Don’t make it quick. I want you to—”
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      “Wake up, princesita. Wake up.”
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      Consciousness returns to me slowly, although I feel like gulping it up in gasps. My eyelids are heavy, mouth dry as a desert. There’s still a deep, throbbing pain on my right side, between my hips and my ribcage, but it doesn’t feel like wildfire anymore. A hot pile of embers, maybe. But not death.

      It takes Javier a few moments to realize I’m awake. When he does, there’s something pure and unmasked on his face, something I never could have pictured on his stark features. But then his eyes are dark again, guarded.

      “Welcome back,” he says gruffly, taking my hand and then releasing it. He doesn’t know what do to with me.

      “You know I couldn’t leave you even if I tried,” I say, and it doesn’t come out joking, the way I wanted it to. It cracks out up my swollen throat and dried lips.

      “I’ll ask the nurse for some water,” Javier says quickly, moving to stand, but I will enough strength into my hand to grab his. It’s a loose grip, but it’s enough to keep him seated. Good.

      I don’t want him to leave me, either.
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      When my sweet captive’s eyes flutter open, it’s all I can do not to grab her fragile, broken body up into my arms and… I don’t know. Just hold her. Feel her heartbeat steadying against mine. Know that her body is still warm and full of life.

      I can’t believe that, after everything I did to save her, to keep her, I almost lost my princesa.

      The bullet didn’t do major damage, thankfully, lodging itself safely just an inch below her right kidney. I’m not sure if that stroke of luck is due to me catching her attention in time, or the shooter being a complete amateur. It doesn’t matter. It can never happen again.

      Selina will remain safely locked up inside the estate as soon as the hospital clears her, and El Sombrerón won’t live to regret what he did. I thought he’d already taken all he could from me, given me enough reasons for the ultimate revenge, but I was wrong. Nearly losing Selina, the only thing that’s ever been truly mine, has left me blind with fury.

      “I’m going to kill him, princesa,” I growl, gripping Selina’s tiny, cold hand far tighter than I should. Perhaps this isn’t how a kind and loving husband should be treating his wife when she only just awoke after emergency surgery, but I’ll never be one for soft words and sweet gestures. This is what I have to offer my wife: violence and vengeance. “I swear, he’ll pay.”

      “No, Javi,” Selina says, squeezing my hand back and meeting my eyes. I think at first that she’ll dissuade me, give me some anti-violence speech, but what I see reflected back at me in her gaze surprises me. “I’m going to kill him.”

      I blink at my wife, rendered speechless. Something warm and heavy is pressing against the insides of my ribcage, something I’ve never felt before. Could it be? Has my captive finally been broken completely, forced to not only accept, but embrace her dark new world? But no, she’s just coming out of shock, and a lot of drugs. She doesn’t know what she’s saying.

      “You should rest,” I say, mostly because I don’t know what I might do or say next if I stay here with her. I’ll send in Miel to look over her, of course, and probably H too, but I need to get out of this fucking hospital before I lose my mind. Hell, a second ago, I thought Selina Palacios, renowned pacifist and anti-violence philanthropist, was volunteering, no, demanding to be the one to pull the trigger on our enemy. I need a nap, a drink, and a couple rounds against the punching bag at the estate’s gym, not necessarily in that order.

      Since I was nine years old, my life depended on my ability to remain buttoned tight, every emotion under control, not allowing so much as a facial tic to reveal my true inner workings. That ability to remain collected even in chaos is what has kept me alive this long. But as soon as Selina hit that ballroom floor, fuck. Panic overtook me like it never has before. This girl is too far in my head, and I need to take some distance, need to breathe different air for a moment and remind myself of who I am, and why I can’t let her in like this.

      The look in her eyes as I go to stand tells me she’s going to make that task difficult.

      “Please don’t go,” she says, barely above a whisper.

      I acquiesce, only for a moment, because this woman just took a bullet because of my actions. But only for a moment. “Don’t worry, Miel will make sure you’re safe. But I have to—”

      “I can’t do this anymore,” Selina interrupts, eyes meeting mine for just a breath before she nervously looks down into her lap. My heart fucking stops. I don’t know what she’s going to say, but it certainly can’t be anything good. “I could’ve fucking died, Javier. Just like that. Or you could have died. And I can’t keep fighting what I feel, or hiding it, when at any moment one of us could be gone forever.”

      I can’t fucking breathe. I’m paralyzed, her hand in mine, mine in hers.

      “I know it doesn’t make any sense, or maybe it makes too much sense, or maybe I’m just crazy and fucked up and broken inside. But…” she forces herself to meet my eyes again. “I think I’m falling in love with you, Javier.”

      No. This wasn’t supposed to happen. I told myself I would never ask for her heart, never demand it. It certainly never occurred to me she’d offer it willingly.

      “I know I’d live for you, and it sounds like you’d kill for me, so maybe we’re halfway there,” Selina gives a soft, humorless chuckle, trying to make light of the most devastating news I’ve ever been dealt. “I’m sorry. I know it’s insane—”

      “I can’t—” my voice feels dangerously close to cracking, and I have to swallow hard. The warm feeling that was nearly bursting inside me a moment ago has turned into a cold rock, settling down onto my gut. “I’m so sorry, princesa. I never meant for this to happen. But I… I’m afraid I can’t ever return any feelings like that. I’m not built that way.”

      She blinks hard, refusing to meet my eyes again, but keeps her chin high. That’s my girl.

      “I know,” she says, though I can tell she’s either lying, or had been desperately hoping her suspicions would prove false. “That’s okay. I just want you to know. You did it, Vega. You broke me. You fucking own me, every last cell of my being. You win.”

      She’s laughing through tears now, a sight and sound that lends new meaning to the word “bittersweet.” I can’t leave now, but I don’t want to stay. I never realized that once I broke her, I’d be cutting myself on the sharp edges of the shards left behind.

      “It’s okay,” Selina repeats, meeting my eyes again. “You can go now.”

      And so I do, because I don’t know what else to do.

      I never knew I was a coward until I walked away from that hospital room and left my captive wife crying alone.
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      When Miel walks in and finds me crying, she assumes it’s because of the pain, and I don’t dissuade her. When the nurses come and pump a little more pain medication into my IV drip, I let them. After all, if there was ever a reason to briefly break your unofficial sobriety, it would be getting shot, telling your husband—a violent killer who took you hostage and blackmailed you into marriage—that you love him, and him not saying it back.

      My life is a fucking disaster.

      When I wake up the next day, though, I feel better, at least emotionally. I ask the nurses to stop the morphine, and ask Miel to pull whatever strings necessary to get me back home today. I’ve survived every other horrible thing the universe has thrown my way over the past two and a half decades. I can survive a little hole in my belly and yet another unrequited romance.

      I knew from the start that a man like Javier Vega would never be able to love me, or probably anyone else. It hurts, more than I would care to admit. It was easier to accept when I was still burying my own feelings toward him. But I meant what I told him. I don’t want to die holding secrets inside. Not like the rest of my family did.

      I also meant it when I told him I am going to be the one to kill El Sombrerón. For what he did to my brother, and what he did to my husband, and what he almost did to me. I refuse to live in fear any longer than is necessary, although this gunshot wound is certainly a setback. I am going to recover, get strong again, and then I’m going to stare that motherfucker down, pull the trigger, and watch his eyes go from surprised to lifeless. Me, the pampered little princess he thought would be easy to kill. I’m going to bring down the most dangerous man in Atlanta.

      I don’t think Javier believed me. But I’ll convince him. And he’ll give me this, he has to. And he’ll help me. Because I think this, this is as close to love as a man like my husband gets. I don’t know what to call what I am to him, but I know he’ll go to the ends of the earth to avenge me, and keep me safe from further harm. And that will have to be enough for me.

      And now I have to make a hard choice to keep those I care about safe, too.

      Javier picks me up from Grady personally, wheeling me down corridors into some sort of ultra-secure basement parking lot, where he refuses my insistence that I can walk the two steps to the Hummer, and gently picks me up and sets me inside himself. He sits in the back next to me, growling at Miel every time she hits a turn at a speed that even a grandma wouldn’t call fast. He does the same when we get to the estate, picking me up in a bridal carry and taking me up the stairs, while I curl my arms around his neck and lean my face into the safety of his chest. This man isn’t my enemy anymore. I’ll never forgive him for the conditions under which we met, but what’s done is done. He’s my protector now, my lifeline. He’ll never admit it, and I’ll never bring this up aloud, but he’s just as much mine as I am his.

      Javier Vega is MINE.

      No one can take him away, and he can’t leave me. I won’t let him.

      He sets me down on our bed, while Kate fusses over too many pillows and asks if I want tea, medicine, a bite to eat, that ice cream I loved as a child, while giving me no time to answer any of her nervous questions. I set my hand on her arm and gesture for her to sit down next to me. She perches on the edge of my bed, trying very hard not to jostle the mattress even a little bit.

      “Kate, you have to go,” I say gently, swallowing hard to keep from tearing up. The woman’s eyes are wide and surprised, and she’s not as successful as I am in holding back her emotion. “It’s not safe for you here in Atlanta, here with me.”

      Javier stands with arms crossed beside the bed, expression unreadable. I didn’t ask him if I could do this, but he can’t refuse me. I just got shot, for fuck’s sake. I think I get to be a little bit greedy, as long as my insides are still stitching themselves back together.

      “I…” Kate begins, sniffling a little bit. “I can’t leave you, Selina, not like this. And… I don’t even have anywhere to go. I’ve always lived here, with your family. I don’t have any of my own left.”

      “What about Nantucket?” I ask, forcing a soft smile, and Kate’s eyes go wide again. “You always loved those books set there. And it will be safe. We’ll get you all set up there, and make sure you’re taken care of financially. You’ll never have to work again. You can just… live. Relax. Retire. And maybe… Maybe there will be a time when it will be safe for us to come visit, too.”

      I meet Javier’s eyes nervously, and he just gives me a nod. I exhale slightly. He understands. I have to do this.

      “That’s very kind,” Kate is saying, wiping at her eyes with her shirt-sleeves. “I… really appreciate that, Selina. Thank you, Javier.”

      She doesn’t quite look at him when she says that, but it’s enough. And she didn’t refuse the offer, which I thought she might. She sees it, too. Our life here has gotten far too dangerous, and I don’t get to escape it, but she does. She can still save herself.

      “Can I speak to her in private for a moment?” Kate asks Javier, daring to look up at him. He considers this for a second, then nods again, leaving us alone.

      “What is it?” I ask the older woman, leaning in closer, though the movement makes me wince.

      “You’ve changed,” is all Kate says, raising her eyes to meet mine again.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, and I’m not entirely sure why I say it, but those are the words that leave my mouth.

      “Don’t apologize,” Kate says. “You did what you had to do to survive, to help me survive.”

      God, I’m going to cry again.

      “I did some things that weren’t so good, though,” I admit, and now I’m the one who can’t meet the other woman’s eyes.

      “But it made you stronger,” Kate says, gently squeezing my knee through the blankets. I never realized how much she saw while she was here, even though she never said anything at the time. “And you made it right, didn’t you? The bad things that you said your parents did?”

      I nod. I did, and then I paid for it with a bullet to the gut. Just like my brother did. But unlike him, I survived, and I won’t let this scare me into backing down. I’m going to win this war, or die trying.

      “I just want you to remember that when it’s time, you’re strong enough to leave, too,” Kate says, her voice low and serious.

      I nod, too exhausted to argue with her, even if I wanted to. I don’t know exactly what she means, and I’m not sure she does, either, but she’s wrong.

      I’m strong enough to stay.
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      That night, I pull Selina tight into my arms, as if I’m the only thing holding her down to earth, keeping her here with me. I know that’s not true anymore. She loves me. The thought both warms my heart and turns my insides into a twisted mess. She only thinks she loves me, because she only thinks she knows me. If she knew the truth, if she knew who I really am, she would realize how thoroughly undeserving of her heart I really am.

      But maybe there’s a future in which her love can fix me, mend me into the sort of man she deserves. I used to think I was meant to ruin Selina Palacios, break her down into someone who could belong in my world. But what if she was meant to save me? What if there’s a world in which we can both belong, two twisted and broken and fucked up souls? What if there’s a future in which we both get to be happy and whole?

      “Do you think we were destined to be together?” Selina asks, as if sensing my train of thought. She’s pressed into my chest, and her words reverberate through her body, their rhythm thrumming against the beating of her heart. I can feel the thick bandage on her side through her nightie, and it makes my pulse speed up. “Like, fate brought us together?”

      “No, princesa,” I murmur truthfully, despite my own musings, and brush her soft hair out of her face. Her forehead is a little damp with perspiration. She’s in pain, but refuses the pills the doctors sent home with her. That’s my princesa. I used to think she was porcelain, but she’s iron, through and through. “This was never supposed to happen. But I made it so. Do you still hate me for that?”

      “I do,” she says, without hesitation. Then, more apprehensively: “Do you think it’s possible to hate and love someone at the same time?”

      I think about my mother. Right up until the very end, she said she loved my father, and I think she meant it. She never said she hated him, but she had to. She loved him, and she hated him, right up until the day it cost her her life. But I’m not my father, and I never will be.

      “I do,” I repeat back to my wife. Her breathing is slow and steady against my chest, and for a moment I think she’s finally fallen asleep, but then she speaks again.

      “Why don’t you just cover that up?” she asks, and I realize she’s looking at the tattoo on my forearm, the one I’m absently rubbing with my thumb.

      I shrug, careful not to disturb her with the motion. “I don’t know. I never really thought about it before.”

      “Get me my lipstick, off the vanity,” Selina says suddenly. On a day when her body isn’t held together by stitches, I’d remind her not to give me orders, but tonight, I let it go. I slide out from under her gently and find the tube in question on the vanity. Holding it makes my pulse speed, remembering what happened the last time I held such an object, two nights ago. But this tube is golden in color, and when I flip it over to read the name, all it says is Beso.

      I climb back into bed and hand the lipstick over. Selina takes it and applies the color with a practiced hand, not even needing to look in the mirror. Then, she leans over and presses her lips against my forearm, covering up the thick black lines with a scarlet kiss.

      “There,” she says, smiling up at me with those damn red lips. “All fixed.”

      When she looks at me like that, I forget everything. I forget that her fix will wash away by morning, that we are still in mortal danger, that there will come a day when she stops looking at me like that forever.

      I just capture her lips in mine and kiss her, as hungrily as I can without worrying about hurting her. But her hands are slipping under my shirt, her tongue pushing mine for more.

      “You’re hurt,” I say after I pull away, fighting the desire that’s making my pants tight.

      “So be gentle,” Selina says, her eyes wide and wanting, her hands roaming dangerously low.

      “You’re in pain,” I try again, fighting a groan when she reaches her destination.

      “So make me forget,” she begs, in a quiet voice I can’t say no to.

      So I oblige, making my princesa feel good, making her moan with pleasure instead of pain, until she finally falls asleep in my arms, her mark smudged, but still bright on my forearm.
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      It only takes a few days for me to start losing my mind, confined to my bed like this, but Javier doesn’t let me so much as walk myself to the bathroom until I get the green light from the private doctor he hired, a man paranoiacally vetted and likely threatened with a slow death if he even accidentally hurts me. Still, it’s not so bad. Though Javier is far more careful with me than he needs to be, he makes my bedrest feel infinitely less torturous. And then, finally, a little over a week later, I’m back on my feet again, albeit a bit slower than usual.

      Kate left only a few days ago, after a very tearful goodbye, during which she tried to bail and stay until my recovery was complete at least a half dozen times. Now she’s safely in Nantucket, and the mansion is dustier than it’s ever been. Aside from Brock’s skills in the kitchen, my kidnappers-slash-roommates are terrible homemakers. Despite Javier’s strict orders to take it easy, I decide it couldn’t hurt to just tidy up a little. That’s how I end up in the study, tidying up Javier’s desk, the one that once was my father’s. Neither of them has proven capable of keeping the room in order, or the desk unburied in paperwork.

      The bottom drawer on the left side is slightly ajar, and I bend down to shut it, wincing at the pinching pain in my stitches. At the last minute, I pull the drawer open instead, my curious fingers acting before my mind orders them to stop.

      Inside is a safe, something small but heavy. It’s too new to have been my father’s, or even Max’s. It’s Javier’s. He put this here.

      My heart is pounding so hard it almost hurts. This is it. Whatever Javier is hiding, from me, even from Miel, this has to be it. If nothing else, it’ll be a clue.

      And whatever I feel for my husband, whatever fucked up version of love I’ve finally come to accept, it’s not enough to stop me from reaching for the dial.

      I have to know what’s in there.

      So I spin the numbers, first to Javier’s birthday, a date still emblazoned in my mind.

      Then to mine.

      Then to the date he took me.

      Nothing.

      Of course a man like Javier is too smart to be using dates like that. I’m probably never going to crack the code, and my calves are already starting to cramp up from crouching here.

      But then I remember one more date, one I didn’t realize I’d even stored in my memory.

      The date Javier’s mother died, most likely at his father’s hand. The date that marks the birth not of the man I married, but of the monster who forced our union.

      I turn the dial. The metal door clicks. I inhale.

      It takes me a minute to convince myself to pull it open, my heart in my throat. What if it’s nothing?

      What if it’s everything?

      I feel like I might throw up, and it’s not just from the throbbing pain that my nervously twisting guts seem to have newly provoked from my bullet wound.

      I open the safe, and exhale.

      It’s just some cash, some random documents, including our marriage certificate, and—

      There’s something bulky at the bottom. I push the papers aside and pull out a necklace.

      Big, shiny, with a huge diamond in a bed of emeralds at its center.

      It takes a moment for realization to sink in, because my mind is working overtime to deny the undeniable.

      It’s my necklace, the one my mother used to wear. The one I was wearing the night my brother was killed.

      The one his killer stole from me.
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      Former detective Reggie Andrews slams the car door shut behind him and punches the steering wheel, hard. The aging Mazda gives a choked honk, making passing pedestrians jump and glare at him.

      Fired by the APD, laughed out of the room by the FBI, and denied a meeting with the DEA. So far, it hasn’t been a great start to the year.

      And now Andrews’s credit card is being declined, unable to even handle the four buck charge for a peppermint latte. Officer—Detective Daley—keeps encouraging him to drop this vendetta and look for a new job, or at least she used to, until she stopped picking up his calls. She claims to be busier with the new job, but Andrews knows she’s tired of entertaining his obsession with this case. But what’s a man to do when something evil is happening right under his nose, and the people responsible for defeating evil are refusing to take him seriously? He takes the matter into his own hands, that’s what he does. If Andrews is the only person with the balls to take down Atlanta’s up-and-coming crime family, well, then he better stop fucking around gathering evidence no one is interested in, and start coming up with a plan of attack.

      He grabs the worn folder out of his glove compartment and opens it to his latest findings. There’s the photos he took outside of Grady a few weeks ago, after Selina Palacios was shot. They show Palacios and Vega, of course, along with two men Andrews hasn’t been able to identify yet, and a tall, pretty woman with a deep complexion and a head of wild curls, labelled with a post-it note that reads Miel Conde?  There’s also a transcription of a call he heard last week over the police scanner he bought online. A man at a bougie bar in Buckhead had a few too many and was overheard making loud, slurred threats against “that bitch” Selina Palacios, before the cops arrived and sent him home with a warning. He should have been taken in, but what’s wealth for if not to avoid nights spent in the drunk tank? Andrews skims through the transcript, trying to find the man’s name, because how does that saying go? An enemy of my enemy is my friend? Ah, there it is, the name of Andrews’s new best friend.

      Mateo del Rey.
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      Caleb Guerrera tries not to flinch as his father, a man known to most only as El Sombrerón, yells another Spanish profanity and kicks a chair hard enough to send it flying against the brick wall, where it shatters into pieces. Marcela, his father’s wife, a woman barely older than Caleb himself, slaps a hand over her mouth to stifle a surprised shriek. Caleb tenses, ready to distract his father should he turn toward the nervous young woman next, but the man remains oblivious, slamming his fists down on the table instead.

      “I told you it should have been me,” the elder Guerrera rages, turning a red-eyed glare to his son. “I wouldn’t have missed. That rich bitch would be dead now if you hadn’t convinced me to trust that amateur hijo de puta.”

      “It’s too dangerous for you to do these things yourself, you know that,” Caleb says in a measured tone, watching the other men in the room eye each other knowingly. Rumors of his father’s instability have been spreading far too fast, despite his and Marcela’s best attempts to keep the mad kingpin in check. There’s no such thing as a trusted advisor when the throne begins to look weak. All you can ever truly trust is family—no matter how cruelly that family has been treated. “We can still strike down Vega, and soon. Te lo juro.”

      “It’s not enough, it’s not enough,” his father mumbles, a familiar sound. Vega’s betrayal last year couldn’t have come at a worse time. What began as a simple mission to stomp out a rogue rebel quickly became a complicated mess as El Sombrerón’s mind deteriorated into paranoia and obsession. If Caleb had returned home sooner, taken the situation more seriously, maybe they could’ve nipped Vega’s little rebellion in the bud before it had escalated to this. Now, everything is at risk, and every day that Caleb spends wrangling his father’s bloodthirst is another day Vega gains power on the outside.

      “We’ve gotten word that they’re back at the Palacios estate again,” one of the men pipes up in Spanish, sounding more confident than he has any right to. “There’s still too much security, of course, but maybe next time they—”

      El Sombrerón yells again, pulling the Magnum from his waistband and shooting the speaker directly in the head. Caleb flinches and the other men startle, and Marcela can’t swallow her shriek as the man collapses, his blood quickly pooling on the cement floor. Marcela used to be stronger, but then again, her husband used to simply be ruthless, not perilously unstable. Caleb’s been doing his best to protect his step-mother, a woman he’s only met a handful of times since his father wed her half a decade ago, but there’s no telling what goes on behind closed doors. Right now, Caleb takes a step toward his father as the kingpin takes one toward Marcela, but the dog at her feet doesn’t wait, raising his hackles and growling at the man that was once his master. In response, the German Shepherd gets a vicious kick to the ribs, sending him across the room and making Marcela whimper, arms wrapped tightly around herself.

      “Saquen al fuckin’ chucho,” the elder Guerrera snaps at no one in particular, then turns back to Caleb, successfully distracted. “Stop telling me what I can’t do. Get me Vega and his bitch, alive, so I can bleed them myself. Before I lose my patience.”

      Caleb finds Marcela’s eyes across the room. They’re running out of time. If they don’t kill Javier Vega and Selina Palacios soon, El Sombrerón will raze his own empire to the ground in his quest for revenge.

      
        
        To be continued…

      

      

      Thank you so much for reading Glass Cage! I hope you enjoyed the continuation of Javier and Selina’s story. If you did, please consider leaving a review. That would really help me out as a new author.

      Selina and Javier’s turbulent romance concludes in Iron Cage. To be notified as soon as that book becomes available for pre-order, subscribe to my mailing list HERE.

      To find more books by me, drop me a line, or follow me on social media, you can visit my website at www.francescabaez.com.
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