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   Prologue
 
    
 
    
 
   Murmurs. Whispers. Papers shuffled. A door opened.
 
   I tried to move, but I couldn’t. 
 
   I opened my eyes, but everything was black.
 
   I wanted to scream, but my mouth was full.
 
   I jerked my body forward, but fire roared through my shoulders. Holy shit…I was tied to a chair. Ropes bit into my wrists and my ankles, burning my skin with every quiver and twist of my extremities.
 
   I didn’t have a fucking clue where I was. I didn’t recall anything. My mind spun in relentless circles searching for a memory, a clue, anything to explain where I was or what happened to me. Jumbled thoughts whipped through my brain in rapid-fire succession. 
 
   Spring Break.
 
   Mexico.
 
   Dancing in a nightclub.
 
   A Prairie Fire.
 
   An Irish Car Bomb. 
 
   A Red Headed Slut. 
 
   A Buttery Nipple.
 
   So many others I couldn’t name them all.
 
   One song blurring into the next.
 
   Dancing on the bar.
 
   And him.
 
   Someone ripped the hood from my head, taking a few strands of hair with it. Bright light seared my eyeballs. I squeezed them closed, willing them to adjust to the light. When I opened them again, a bone-jarring jolt of recognition raced through me. I saw him…the guy from the bar. Ryker. Dark, almost black hair, icy gray eyes, straight nose and angular features, enhanced by the careless, dark stubble on his face. What the hell?
 
   He snatched my hair, twisting it around his hand until my scalp stung. One calloused finger trailed down the side of my face almost reverently. I twisted my head to the side, but he yanked me back.
 
   He chuckled, his too lush lips forming a twisted smile. “What’s wrong? You liked my touch last night.”
 
   I screamed, but the dusty rag in my mouth muffled my voice. I tried to spit it out, but my mouth was too dry. Tears erupted from behind my eyes, and water streamed down my face. 
 
   What did he want? Was he going to kill me? Did he plan to rape me?
 
   Just like that my stomach revolted. He won’t rape me. He already had me. Images of my dress around my waist, his pants unzipped, and my body pressed against a dirty stucco wall as he moved inside of me flickered through my mind. I gagged and inhaled at the same time. My lungs burned. My heart jackhammered against my breastbone. My ears howled. Black dots clouded my vision. My head rolled forward.
 
   “Calm the fuck down. You’re going to faint.” He ripped the rag from my mouth, and I opened my mouth, preparing to scream, but he moved faster. His hand had slammed over my mouth before I had the opportunity to summon a single syllable. 
 
   “If you scream, I’ll shove that rag back into your mouth so hard you’ll lose your front teeth.”
 
   My head bobbed up and down like a bobble head doll.
 
   Slowly, his hand lifted from my mouth, and my mind cleared. I remembered who I am and what that meant. “You’ll regret this. Do you know who I am?”
 
   His lips curved into a smile, not the carefree, sexy smile he used on me at the bar. It made me feel dirty. I wanted to scour my skin for hours. “You’re Hattie Covington.”
 
   I didn’t remember sharing my full name last night. I never shared it. I preferred to be anonymous. My name carried too much baggage, especially in my circle of friends, but Ryker wasn’t part of my circle and he certainly wasn’t my friend. Far from it. He was a random guy from a random bar. “And do you know what that means?” I hissed through clenched teeth. I wanted to sound strong and brave, but my voice cracked on the last word, shredding the illusion.
 
   He tipped up my chin, brushing his finger across my lower lip. I flinched, but he didn’t notice, or if he did, he didn’t care…probably the latter. 
 
   “Ah, that’s cute. Do you and your friends really say that?” he mocked with far too much amusement.
 
   “My dad is the Attorney General of the United States,” I yelled.
 
   “And that’s exactly why you’re here.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   Three Weeks Ago…
 
    
 
   “What time do you want me to pick you up tonight?” Evan asked as we strolled out of our last class of the day. Evan and I started dating in college. We were both political science majors and both of our dads were career politicians. We moved in similar circles, our parents knew each other, one thing led to another, and we started dating. We even applied to the same graduate schools. Everyone expected us to get married sooner rather than later, and we probably would—Evan had been dropping hints about asking me to marry him for the last couple months.
 
   Admittedly, we didn’t have an earth shattering, yell from the rooftops love affair, but we were comfortable in each other’s lives; we had similar goals, and I loved him. Evan wanted to follow his father into politics, and I wanted to find a job working in foreign policy. I dreamed of working in the State Department, and with my connections and my master’s degree, I could make it happen. I had already secured an internship when I graduated this spring at the American Foreign Policy Council.
 
   “Shit,” I said under my breath. Tonight was the fundraiser for his dad. Evan’s dad was a second, soon-to-be third term Senator of Nevada. Before entering politics, Evan’s dad owned a casino, so he has connections to people with deep pockets. The D.C. fundraiser probably wasn’t necessary, but in politics a well-funded campaign almost always translated into a winning campaign.
 
   Evan stopped walking. “Don’t tell me you forgot, because we both know you never forget anything.”
 
   “Maybe I did forget. There’s a first time for everything,” I lied, looking down at my simple black wedges. Of course I didn’t forget. I methodically planned every hour of every day right down to the most mundane detail, like when I planned to exercise, study, and eat. I reviewed my schedule for the next day every night before I went to bed. Nothing was a surprise. 
 
   I realized planning my life with such precision likely meant I had some sort of obsessive disorder, but it gave me control over my life, something I didn’t have much of as a kid. Growing up, my mom selected my clothes, my hairstyle, my friends, and my enemies. She arranged my play dates and planned my meals and snacks so that I never exceeded my allotted caloric intake. 
 
   I lived my life as her puppet until the day I left for college. Now I ruled my life with iron control and absolute clockwork precision, so she didn’t have the chance to slide back into my life and make decisions for me.
 
   Wrapping his hands around my upper arms, he turned my body to face him. His eyes narrowed and his mouth pressed into a thin line. “Really, Hattie? Do you expect me to believe that you forgot? Let me see your phone.” 
 
   I lifted my head, meeting the irritated stare of his chocolate brown eyes.
 
   “I put it in my phone, but Eric called in sick with a family emergency, and I agreed to cover his office hours.” Eric was in the same graduate program as Evan and me. His mom had cancer, and it had been a rough year for him. I covered his office hours at least once a week to give him more time to help her.
 
   “Eric always has a family emergency,” Evan snapped, folding his arms across his chest.
 
   “I know, but his mom has a chemo treatment today. I had to help him. She can’t go by herself.” It wasn’t too late to call him and cancel. He’d find someone else or he could reschedule his hours, but I didn’t want to add to Eric’s stress. He had all he needed and more.
 
   “Don’t be mad.” I lifted onto my toes and brushed a kiss over his lips. I didn’t have to look at his face to know he was pissed. Attending a fundraiser for Evan’s dad was a big deal, but I had been dreading it for the last month. My parents would be there, and that meant my mom wouldn’t hold back when the time came to judge my clothing choices, my hair, and my behavior. Like always, she’d go on a tirade about Evan and me having a big future in politics and I needed to dress and look the part. A chill raced through me at the thought of enduring another confrontation with her. I wished she’d back off and leave me alone for once.
 
   At least Evan asked me to move in with him when we started graduate school, and I escaped the prison of living at home. I could’ve rented my own place after college, but I didn’t like living alone. My parents didn’t provide much companionship, but being alone would have been infinitely worse. 
 
   “I’m not mad.” He brushed his thumb over my lip. “But I have to admit the events are more tolerable when I have you on my arm.”
 
   “Oh please.” I rolled my eyes. “You barely talk to me at those events. I could give you a cardboard cutout of myself, and it’d be just as effective.”
 
   He chuckled, flashing his bright white smile, and one of his hands slipped to my lower back. “No. I’d notice when I ended up with a bunch of paper cuts.”
 
   I grinned at him. “Jerk,” I joked.
 
   “What time do office hours end?”
 
   “It’s only two hours, so I’ll be done by nine.”
 
   He slid my hair behind my ear. “Don’t wait up for me. I’ll be home late. I’m meeting the guys at that bar on K Street after I’ve put in enough face time to satisfy my dad. There’s a good band playing there tonight.”
 
   My brows scrunched together. “I don’t remember you mentioning that before.” I didn’t like Evan’s friends. For the most part, they were a bunch of entitled assholes with a cruel sense of humor. 
 
   “I’m sure I mentioned it.” He kneaded the back of his neck, his face utterly blank. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” Massaging the back of his neck usually meant something was amiss or he was hiding information. He didn’t realize he did it. I should’ve told him. Obvious tells weren’t beneficial in politics, but I liked being able to read him.
 
   His eyes flickered to the side and then a huge smile flashed across his face. “Nothing. I’ll miss you tonight.” He threaded his fingers through mine and guided me toward his car. “Are you ready to go home?” He never wanted to rush back to our apartment after class. Normally, he had a million and one things to do.
 
   “I could meet you at the bar. I’ll be done by nine, and if no one shows, I can leave early.” I squeezed his hand, pulling him closer to me as we walked to the parking lot. “We can have a few drinks and be in bed by ten-thirty.” I flashed him a naughty grin letting him know exactly what I meant. Over the last month, we’d been so busy our sex life had suffered. Not that we were ever too crazy, but now we lived like roommates instead a young couple in love. That didn’t bode well for the future, but I tried to push the thought out of my mind and mentally recite all the reasons we were perfect for each other.
 
   “You don’t have to come. I understand.” He stopped next to his car and I tried to catch his eyes, but they roamed everywhere except to me. “I know you don’t like my friends.”
 
   “What?” A completely fake laugh slipped from my lips. “I never said that.”
 
   “You didn’t have to. It’s obvious.”
 
   I bit on the side of my lower lip. “I’m that transparent, huh?”
 
   He tapped my nose. “Don’t be upset. I think it’s cute you can’t hide your emotions…especially when it comes to me.” He lowered his voice. “I like that you’re mine, and you’ve only been with me.” By all accounts, Evan hadn’t been an angel before he met me, but it never bothered me. Once we met, we clicked, and that’s all that counted anyway. His reputation as a womanizer quickly disappeared, and for the most part, he’d never given me a reason to doubt him.
 
   My cheeks heated and I ducked my head. “You’re embarrassing me,” I whined even as I smiled at him.
 
   “I’m not trying to.” He pressed a kiss on my forehead, and then he opened the passenger door of his car for me.
 
   “If I can leave Eric’s office hours early, I’ll meet you at the bar,” I reaffirmed. I did want to spend time with him. I owed it to him for missing the fundraiser. 


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   “I can’t believe you dragged me here. This place smells like stale beer and vomit,” Vera said as we pushed our way through the crowd of people. 
 
   The band had started playing about a half an hour ago, and I was late, but I still wanted to meet Evan, so I came anyway. I’d texted him, but he didn’t respond. 
 
   After nearly fifteen minutes of searching, I spotted a couple of Evan’s friends sitting at a table near the stage. Evan wasn’t at the table, but they probably knew where to find him.
 
   “Hey,” I said as I stood near the edge of the table.
 
   “Hi,” Darren and Matt replied, hardly looking in my direction. My dislike was mutual. At first, I tried to be friendly, but they were a bad influence on Evan. He always drank too much and did stupid shit when they were around.
 
   I tipped my head toward Vera. “Do you guys remember Vera?”
 
   They nodded as though it were too much effort to say anything. Vera hated them even more than I did. Unlike me though, she didn’t hold back. 
 
   “I’m going to get us a drink. What do you want?” Vera asked.
 
   “A beer.”
 
   “That narrows it down.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Just order two of whatever you want.”
 
   She chuckled as she walked away. “I have the perfect drink.”
 
   I sat at one of the two empty seats at the table. “Have you seen Evan?”
 
   Darren smirked. “I think he went to the bathroom.”
 
   Matt elbowed him and shook his head, his eyes narrowed. 
 
   “What?” Darren said. “She asked. I answered.”
 
   “Right,” Matt said, drawing out the word. “You’re totally innocent.”
 
   My eyes bounced between them. Obviously, I missed some important information. “I’ll be back.”
 
   I pressed through the people crowding the dance floor, heading toward the bathrooms located at the end of the hall. Evan and I came to this bar more than a few times to listen to the live music, so I knew where to find the bathroom.
 
   I turned the corner near the edge of the dance floor intending to wait for Evan. Every muscle in my body turned to cement when I saw him. My stomach knotted, and my heart spiraled to a painful stop. I rubbed my eyes, unwilling to believe what I saw at the end of the hallway.
 
   Evan stood at the end of the hall, his body smashed against some blonde-haired woman in a short blue dress, her arms locked around his neck. With his tongue halfway down her throat and one of his hands under her skirt, his body moved against hers in a rhythm that made my dinner lurch in my stomach. 
 
   The live music reverberated harshly through my ears. Anger and betrayal pumped like acid through my veins. Hot tears seared the corners of my eyes and my hands fisted the fabric of my dress. I tried to blink away the evidence of my shattering heart and be strong, but the tears kept coming, refusing to leave my dignity intact.
 
   Part of me wanted to bolt for the door and drink enough alcohol to burn the image from my eyes, but the rest of me wanted to rip every last strand of Evan’s perfectly gelled hair from his head.
 
   “Evan,” I yelled, but his name clotted in my throat.
 
   He lifted his head, and his dark eyes locked with mine.
 
   “Hattie, baby,” he said pushing away from the woman. “I’m sorry.” He held out his hand to me—the same one that had been up that woman’s dress five seconds earlier—and I felt something break inside me beyond recognition. My heart? Trust? I didn’t know.
 
   I backpedaled a few steps, shaking my head from side to side, my short hair whipping my cheeks. “Don’t touch me.” A dozen fragmented thoughts collided in my brain, but my mouth floundered. The ability to focus escaped me. Was this the first time he’d cheated? Or did it happen so often that he wasn’t worried about me catching him in the act? Was he dating this woman too? Were there others? Did his friends know?
 
   “Evan,” the blonde woman said as her bubblegum fingernails dug into the skin on his forearm. “What’s going on?”
 
   He snatched his arm out of her grasp, keeping his glued to mine. “Lena, you need to leave. You were a mistake. It’s over.”
 
   Her heavily made-up blue eyes widened for a minute and then she marched past him, her shoulder knocking into mine. “Go to hell. You said you weren’t dating her anymore,” she yelled, her finger waving in my direction. “Don’t call me again. I’m done with your games.”
 
   With those few words, she confirmed I hadn’t interrupted a one-time hookup. I put a hand on my stomach willing the contents to stay put.
 
   “It’s not as bad as it looks.” Evan took a tentative step toward me.
 
   “You’re right.”
 
   Relief caused his face to sag, and he blew out a long exaggerated breath. “Let me—”
 
   He actually thought I’d fall for his dumb excuses. “It’s worse,” I interrupted. “How many times?”
 
   His eyebrows scrunched together, marring the smooth skin between his dark eyes. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “How many times have you cheated?”
 
   “Baby, what happened tonight will never happen again. We’re good together. Don’t throw it away over a little misstep.”
 
   “A misstep? It won’t happen again.” I echoed his words as the tears blurred my vision until I felt like I was looking through a prism into an alternate reality. “What does that mean? You’re insane if you think I’ll believe anything that falls out of your mouth right now.”
 
   He slammed his hand on the wall, with a dark scowl. “I had too much to drink. She pulled me onto the dance floor and before I knew it, one thing—”
 
   I held up my hand and willed it not to shake. “Don’t try to pull that shit with me. I don’t care if you drank a fifth of vodka. It doesn’t give you a license to cheat, much less shove your hand up some slut’s skirt.” My voice shattered on the last word. I can’t believe four years of dating Evan boiled down to this moment in a stupid bar. It felt like an out of body experience where I floated above my body watching the train wreck unfold second by second. 
 
   “Fuck,” he yelled, his eyebrows slanting downward. For a split second, I fantasized about clawing his eyes out. “What can I do to make this better? I can’t lose you. I love you.”
 
    “Jesus. I’m not stupid. Don’t treat me like I am.” I rubbed the back of my hand over my eyes. I’m sure I had rings of mascara dripping down my face. I needed to get control of myself. I didn’t like being the crazy girl, screaming at my boyfriend in public while everyone stared in sick fascination, and I definitely sensed eyes on us—judging me, judging Evan, watching the destruction of my relationship. “I can’t talk to you right now, not here, and not tonight.” I paused, and a shudder rolled through me. “Don’t wait up for me tonight. I’m not going home.”
 
   “No. Don’t do that.” He reached for me again, but I took a giant step back. The thought of him touching me made me sick. “I’ll sleep on the couch.”
 
   “No,” I shook my head, whipping it from side to side. “I can’t be around you. I can’t be anywhere near you. Not tonight. Not tomorrow.” I turned and ran before he stopped me. My body ricocheted off the elbows, knees, and shoulders of faceless people as I threaded through the crowd. I didn’t stop to apologize. I needed to flee before the weight of Evan’s betrayal swallowed me whole.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   “Evan is downstairs again,” my mom said standing in the doorway of my childhood bedroom, the room I’d been using since I walked away from Evan. Over two weeks had slipped by, and I still hadn’t emailed, texted, or talked to Evan, and I didn’t have any intention of changing course now. Our relationship was over. I’d have to talk to him eventually, and I needed to get my things from his place, but I didn’t want to do it yet. 
 
   “Tell him to go away,” I responded without looking up from my computer. I buried myself in research for my graduate advisor, trying to ignore Evan and what happened.
 
   “Look at me,” she barked. 
 
   I hid my smile. She hated being ignored. I lifted my head and painted a fake smile on my face. “Yes?”
 
   Elegant, ageless, and as cold on the inside as on the outside, my mom braced one expertly manicured hand on her hip. Her blood red fingertips contrasted with her stiff navy dress. “I’m growing tired of this childish game you’re playing with Evan. You need to talk to him. He’s sorry. That’s all that matters. Don’t throw away everything we’ve worked for. Evan is your future.”
 
   I slammed my laptop closed and stood up. “No, mom. He’s not my future. I don’t want to be with him now or ever.”
 
   “Well, you need to alter your opinion because it’s a done deal. You’re going to marry Evan. That’s what everyone expects, and that’s what you’re going to do.” With one graceful flick of her hand, she pushed her subtly highlighted blonde hair away from her face.
 
   “If you like Evan so much, then you marry him, because I don’t intend to welcome him back into my life anytime in the next decade.”
 
   “Grow up, Hattie. You’ve made commitments and the Covington’s never go back on their word. You’re going to his family’s house in the Virgin Islands in a week. It’s time to move on. You’ve made your point. Gather your things and go home with Evan.”
 
   “Actually, I’m not going to the Virgin Islands. I exchanged my ticket last night.” I folded my arms across my chest and smiled.
 
   “Exchanged it for what?” My mom’s surprise was evident in her eyes and the rigidness of her spine. If not for her regular Botox injections, her eyebrows would have been hidden beneath the elegant sweep of her light brown hair.
 
   “I’m going to Mexico with Vera.”
 
   “Vera.” My best friend’s name rolled off her tongue like a curse. She never liked Vera. She thought Vera was too expressive and uncouth…whatever that meant. Personally, I attributed her dislike to the fact that Vera’s dad dropped out of politics five years ago, and he didn’t even pretend he cared about his former colleagues or former profession, except my dad. They still played poker once a month in what Vera’s dad deemed a ‘politics free zone.’
 
   “Yes.” I raised one eyebrow. “Is there something wrong with that? Dad was fine with it.” I lied. I didn’t ask him, but he wouldn’t care. He liked Evan, but he wouldn’t interfere. Besides, at my age, I didn’t need parental permission, and I was sick of my mom pretending otherwise. I really needed to find a place to live, because hanging out in my childhood bedroom sucked.
 
   My mom tapped her fingernails on the doorjamb without saying a word, but it didn’t mean my mom wasn’t thinking, calculating, and manipulating facts in her mind. I think her ruthlessness exceeded my dad’s, and that said a lot. “Fine,” she said. “But you will give Evan the respect he deserves and tell him about your plans face to face.”
 
   My eyes narrowed and I wanted to refuse, but I didn’t. I had to face him at some point, and now would work as well as any other day. “Send him up.”
 
   “He’s in the living room.”
 
   No way. I rolled my eyes. My mom wanted to eavesdrop and do damage control if necessary. I didn’t want her to listen and report every detail to my dad. Over the last two weeks, she’d done everything she could think of to force me to reconcile with Evan, except hold a gun to my head. “So.” I shrugged. “I’m sure his legs work.”
 
   She walked away without saying another word.
 
   Five minutes later, Evan walked into my room, his hands buried in the front pockets of his khaki chinos, his face clean shaven, his white dress shirt expertly starched, all tied together with a brown belt and loafers. He might as well have been a mannequin with his utter lack of uniqueness. Why hadn’t I noticed that before?
 
   “Hi,” he said softly as he sat next to me on the edge of the bed.
 
   “Hi.” I tucked my legs beneath my black maxi dress, purposely leaving my toes exposed. I painted my toenails metallic blue yesterday in silent rebellion against Evan. I knew he would hate it, and judging from the direction of his gaze, he had noticed. 
 
   Last Easter, I painted them the light blue to match my light blue linen suit. I thought they added a fun flare to my boring suit. Evan didn’t concur. He berated me the entire drive home from the brunch at his parents’ country club. Apparently, he thought they looked tacky and unprofessional. At the time, I didn’t really care. It was nail polish, not a tattoo. I could switch it out easily enough, but now his comment symbolized something bigger—his gamble to control and groom me for a role I no longer wanted. His wife.
 
   “Thanks for seeing me.”
 
   I nodded, unwilling to be the first person to delve into the details of what happened or what it meant for our future. Anger and resentment ricocheted around the room.
 
   “I miss you. When are you coming home?” he inquired, breaking the silence and diving into the heart of our conflict.
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   I snorted. “Seriously, Evan. I caught you with your hand up some woman’s dress. Do I need to have another reason, because that one seems pretty good to me?”
 
   Evan rubbed the back of his neck. “How can I change your mind? How can I make this better?”
 
   I blew out an exaggerated breath. “Evan, I don’t think you can. I can’t pretend I didn’t see you with that woman. When I look at you, it’s all I see. I don’t know if what happened was a one-time thing, or if it was one of many—”
 
   “Hattie,” he interrupted, claiming my hands, his thumbs coasting along the inside of my wrists. “I promise it won’t happen again. I’m not going to lie. I haven’t been perfect for the last four years, but losing you over a thoughtless decision reformed me for good. You have my word. I won’t cheat ever again. You’re my future.”
 
   I seesawed between overwhelming sadness and rage. I swallowed hard, trying to hold back the flood of emotions, but my throat was too dry and constricted to finish the motion. “Wow. I don’t know what to say,” I whispered, the rawness in my voice unmistakable. I jerked my hands out of his grasp. I felt as though I was dying inch by slow inch. The last four years had been a lie, and I’d been blind and dumb to reality. Evan hadn’t changed. He wouldn’t change. Ever.
 
   “I know it’s not what you wanted to hear, but I’m not going to lie and have to revisit this issue again. I want to put everything on the table so we can put it behind us. This way, we’ll have a clean slate again without any secrets hovering over us. It wasn’t as bad as you’re thinking. When we first started dating, occasionally I hooked up with another woman, but that stopped after two or three months when I realized I only wanted you. I never touched anyone else until two weeks ago. I went to a bar and Lena sat next to me.”
 
   I held my hands over my ears. “I don’t want to know the details. Jesus, I get the point.”
 
   “No.” He yanked my hands away from my face. “Let me finish. We danced. We kissed. After that, we went to dinner a couple times while you were at work. Then, she showed up at the bar the night you…” Evan looked away and rubbed the side of his face. “Found us. I didn’t invite her. We never had sex…not one time.”
 
   I tipped my head toward the ceiling, the emptiness in my heart expanding to epic proportions with each passing word. “I appreciate your honesty, but I’m not ready to forgive you.” No, that wasn’t the truth. I’d never be able to have a trusting relationship with him again. Just thinking about how many times I crawled into bed next to him when he’d been with someone else sent a shard of pain through my foolish heart until it was nothing but a splintered mess in my chest.
 
   “Not seeing you is tearing me apart.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “These past two weeks, I’ve been thinking about why I cheated.”
 
   I lifted my eyebrows. “And what’d you come up with?” I prompted.
 
   “I missed us. We used to spend all our time together, and lately you’ve been busy—”
 
   “Don’t blame this on me.”
 
   He shook his head. “I’m not, but I want more of you than you’ve been giving me. I want things to be like they were before graduate school.”
 
   “I don’t know, Evan. Everything fluctuates over time. Between classes, work, fundraisers for your dad, and graduation, neither of us has much left to give. This break is probably a good thing.”
 
   “Don’t give up on us. When it’s just the two of us next week, we can get past this…find a compromise.”
 
   My eyes darted to the side. “Evan, I’m not going with you. I already canceled my flight.”
 
   “What?” He stood up, two spots of color staining his cheekbones, his eyes dark with anger.
 
   “I’m going to Playa del Carmen with Vera.”
 
   “Fuck, Hattie.” He tugged at the roots of his sandy brown hair, causing gelled strands of hair to stick up in frazzled clumps. “You’re really going to throw us away over a few mistakes.” He pointed a finger at me. “You’re not perfect either, but I’m willing to overlook your faults. Can’t you do the same for me?”
 
   And there was the arrogant Evan I knew. “I may have worked too late on occasion, and I know I’m not as spontaneous as you’d like, but I never cheated. Not once.” I cradled my body with my arms. “I never even considered it.”
 
   “No, you’re right. I’m sorry,” he said almost soundlessly, dropping his head to his chest. “So where does this leave us?”
 
   I stood up and walked to my door. He needed to leave. “There isn’t an us. At least, not now.”
 
   “I’m not giving up. I love you.” 
 
   He wrapped his arms around me and brushed his lips across my forehead. I stood frozen in his arms, not reciprocating, but not moving. I missed him. I missed my perfectly arranged life, but I needed to let it go.
 
   “I can’t promise you anything,” I whispered into crook of his neck.
 
   “I know.” He released me and took a few steps back. “I have to meet my dad in twenty minutes, but this isn’t over. We’ll talk after Spring Break.”
 
   “Bye, Evan,” I said, not acknowledging his words. Evan didn’t want to give up on me, but I wouldn’t give in either. I couldn’t, not if I wanted to regain control over my life, and I did…more than anything.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   “You’re wearing this.” Vera, my best and only true friend, tossed a black, silky dress, resembling lingerie at my face. Other than Vera, my friends had taken Evan’s side. They accused me of overreacting. Fuck them. I didn’t need them.
 
   “No, thanks.” I tossed the dress on the hotel bed next to me. “I’m not going out tonight.”
 
   She cocked one leg to the side and balanced one hand on her hip. “Why not? We’re in Mexico. We can’t sit in our hotel room like two losers.”
 
   “You can go without me. I don’t mind.” I didn’t mind. In fact, I preferred it. That way, I’d have more time to sulk without worrying about Vera’s feelings. I needed to pull my head out of my ass and stop being a bad friend, and I would, but not tonight.
 
   “That’s dumb. I’m not going without you.”
 
   “Just go. I’m sunburned. I’ll be miserable.” I thumbed through the gossip magazine I picked up in the airport, pretending to be totally absorbed in the story of the latest starlet gone crazy. In truth, my misery demanded all of my attention. I didn’t have room in my life for other people’s problems and Vera clearly noticed. When Vera convinced me to go on this vacation with her, enjoying myself seemed like a foregone conclusion. Now, it felt like another obstacle, preventing me from putting shattered pieces of my life back into order.
 
   Vera flipped her vibrant red hair over her shoulder. “Nope. That excuse won’t work. You didn’t leave the beach cabana once today, and you have olive skin.”
 
   I tilted my head to the side. “I swam laps in the morning.” At home, I alternated between swimming and running on a daily basis. Exercise kept my life organized, structured…just the way I liked it. I didn’t like to deviate from my routine, and the last three weeks had been a huge deviation. I ran in a different park. I swam at a different gym. I slept in a different bed. I left my favorite coffee mug at my old apartment with Evan.
 
   “For twenty minutes at sunrise. That hardly counts. Try again.”
 
   “My stomach hurts?” I said it as a question. Both of us knew there wasn’t a thing wrong with me except a wounded ego. I didn’t want Evan back, but it sickened me that I wasted so much time with him. I completely misread him until he shoved his true self in my face in the form of a buxom blonde. Even worse, my mom refused to let the idea of a happily ever after for Evan and me die.
 
   She rolled her eyes. “You’re going out with me tonight. I won’t take no for an answer. We’re on a mission.”
 
   “Oh really?” I dropped the magazine in my lap and folded my arms across my chest. “Please share.”
 
   Vera chewed on her lower lip for a second before answering. “We’re going to find the hottest guy in the bar and you’re going to bring him back here and fuck Evan out of your life for good.”
 
   My eyebrows scaled my forehead, disappearing under my blunt cut bangs. “Sorry…that’s not going to happen. I’m not going to stop being me because Evan is a complete and total manwhore.” Evan was my first and only boyfriend. Except for a kiss, I’d given him my first everything. I wasn’t a paragon of virtue who had saved myself for the right guy. On the contrary, I was the quintessential late bloomer. At five feet ten, I towered over most guys in high school, and I didn’t have a curve or anything resembling a chest until I turned eighteen. 
 
   My lack of feminine attributes weren’t relevant, because my mom had forbidden me from dating until my senior year. By then I had focused all my attention on doing the right activities to secure admission to the right college to get as far away from my mom as possible. I dated in college a little, but nothing serious until I met Evan at the end of my sophomore year. We were political science majors, and we had friends in common. From the minute we met, we were inseparable, and then we went to the same graduate school.
 
   “We’ll see.” Vera moved to the edge of the bed. She lifted the dress I had crumbled into a ball and held it out in front of her. “This will look sexy on you.”
 
   “It won’t fit me. I’m five inches taller than you, and you have considerably more going on in the chest than me.” Vera’s body resembled a 1950’s pinup girl. Sexiness oozed from her pores like perfume, and today wasn’t any exception. She looked amazing in her short emerald green halter dress.
 
   I realized a long time ago I couldn’t pull off the sexy thing, so I went for sophistication. I had dark brown hair, cut in a blunt bob with long bangs, brown eyes on a bad day, and hazel on a good day.
 
   “Your legs will look amazing in this. You spend all your free time running and swimming. You should show off your hard work.”
 
   “Oh please,” I said rolling my eyes. “I’ll look like the lanky girl who forgot to change out of her pajamas.”
 
   “Put it on. You’ll see. ”
 
   I groaned and held out my hand. “Fine. Give it to me. I don’t care if my ass hangs out the bottom of the dress. Nobody will look at me anyway, especially when you’re standing next to me.”
 
   “That’s not true. I’d kill to have your long legs, and it’s not always a good thing to have huge breasts. Do you realize how many guys start a conversation with my chest instead of me?”
 
   “Whatever. At least guys talk to you.”
 
    “Don’t be such a buzz kill. You’ve been wrapped up in Evan for too long. Guys would talk to you if you showed any interest.” 
 
   I lifted the dress up in front of me, eyeing it skeptically. “And this dress is your idea of me showing interest.” 
 
   “It’s a start.” She turned and walked toward the bathroom. “You have thirty minutes to get ready.”
 
   “I don’t need half that long.” I planned to slip the dress on, put on some clear lip gloss and a pair of sandals. I needed all of ten minutes to complete the look.
 
   “Yes, you do, because I’m helping you get dressed. You know what that means?” Vera announced as she glanced over her shoulder, a sly smile on her berry colored lips.
 
   “No, but I’m sure you’ll share,” I said flatly.
 
   “We’re going big, which means shaving, exfoliating, and full war paint.”
 
   “Fan-fucking-tastic, so guys will be soliciting me for a blowjob in the alley.”
 
   Vera furrowed her eyebrows. “Don’t insult me. You’ll look perfect. Beautiful.”
 
   I smiled faintly. “I know. I’m just giving you a hard time for making me go.”
 
   “You won’t regret it. I promise. This is going to be one of the most memorable nights of our lives.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   An hour later, we walked into a bar filled with more people than was safe or sanitary. Music vibrated from the speakers set in the thatched roof, causing it to shake. Red, blue, and purple lights flashed in time with the music. A woman in a black halter-top and black booty shorts carried a tray of tequila shots.
 
   It was so far out of my realm of experience, I took a step backward from culture shock. Boring political fundraisers and quiet dinners with Evan were more my speed, or at least since I met Evan. Sure, I went to bars too, but this bar was crazier than the places I frequented at home.
 
   “Go with it,” Vera said.
 
   “Do you see anyone?” The rest of our friends left the hotel a half hour earlier. Vera fussed over my hair, makeup, and shoe selection for nearly an hour, but when she finished my mouth fell open. I never wore much makeup, but Vera did this smoky-eyed, red lipstick thing, and I went from dully sophisticated to mysteriously sexy.
 
   Standing on her tiptoes, she scanned the crowd. “No, but we need a drink. We’ll run into them at some point.” She linked her arm through mine and pulled me through the masses of hot sweaty bodies, grinding against each other toward the bar. 
 
   A few well-placed elbows here and there and I stood smashed between two people at the bar. “Tequila shot?” I asked Vera, glancing over my shoulder. I might as well start with the strong stuff. With any luck, it’d keep my negative thoughts at bay…or amplify them so I morphed into a messy, tear-stained drunk.
 
   “Nope.” She held up a bar menu she snagged off one of the tables, waving it in front of my face. “We are going to have every shot on this list.”
 
   I scanned the list and raised one eyebrow. “I don’t have any interest in seeing the inside of a Mexican hospital tonight or ever.”
 
   She shoved my shoulder playfully, and I teetered sideways on my ridiculously high heels right into the person next to me. He didn’t notice. 
 
   “Not all of them. I was just messing with you. Let’s start with a…” She ran her finger down the menu with her eyes closed. Her eyes popped open, and her finger stopped. 
 
   I leaned over and squinted to bring the words into focus when the strobe light flashed. “A Prairie Fire?”
 
   Vera scrunched up her nose and groaned. “I guess the gods have spoken.”
 
   “Do you realize what’s in that shot?”
 
   “Yeah, but we’re letting fate take over tonight, so a Prairie Fire it is.”
 
   I shook my head. “I have a feeling I’m going to regret going out tonight.”
 
   “Regrets mean you had fun. Stop being so whiny.”
 
   Three shots later and we had imbibed enough liquid courage to climb on top of the bar and dance with a few random girls. I twirled, twisted, and rocked my hips back and forth. Guys gathered around the bar, cheering us on and touching me way more than I liked, but I decided to go with it. This was my last Spring Break before I graduated. I would go with the flow, even if it killed me.
 
   “I have to use the bathroom. I’ll be back in a few minutes,” I yelled next to Vera’s ear, two body shots and more than an hour later. I didn’t need to go. My arches were crying for relief from my four-inch heels, and I needed to sit down. Unfortunately, Vera looked as though she didn’t have any intention of stopping anytime soon, which meant I was on my own for a while.
 
   “Wait.” Her hand looped around my forearm. “Look over there.” She tipped her head toward the far end of the bar. 
 
   My eyes drifted over the faces of the people. “Can you be more specific? What am I looking at?”
 
   “Are you really that clueless?” She elbowed me in the ribs. “Mr. Dark and Sexy sitting at the end of the bar. He hasn’t taken his eyes off you for the last ten minutes.” She lowered her voice even though the music was loud enough to be heard three blocks away. “I think we may have found the man to wipe away any lingering messy feelings you have for Evan.”
 
   “I told you I’m not hooking up with a random guy.”
 
   “When you see him, you’ll change your mind.”
 
   With my heart hammering against my ribcage, I pushed my hair behind ear, and I turned my head sideways again, trying to be inconspicuous. Holy hell. The most insanely good-looking man I’d ever seen sat not more than twenty feet away. How did I miss him? One glance and thoughts of twisted sheets and a hot, sweaty night flashed through my mind.
 
   When my eyes connected with his, all the air rushed out of my lungs, my nipples tightened, and my hands shook. “Wow,” I whispered, mostly to myself as I quickly lowered my eyes. 
 
   Vera grinned like a maniac. “My thoughts exactly.” She nudged my back. “Go get him.”
 
   “Maybe I need another shot first. We haven’t sampled the Buttery Nipple.” Everything about the way he watched me said he wanted to talk to me, and a whole lot more. Rather than giving me confidence, the knowledge sent a ripple of uncertainty through my alcohol-filled stomach. I didn’t know the first thing about flirting or random hookups, and the way he looked at me made me nervous in a way I couldn’t remember feeling since starring in my high school play at the age of sixteen.
 
   Vera elbowed me in the side. “Put on your big girl pants and go over there. You need to bust out of your comfort zone.”
 
   My eyes glued to the wood counter, I twisted my hands in the folds of the dress. I wasn’t prepared to meet a man like him today. Who was I kidding? I’d never be prepared, and that thought coupled with too much alcohol made me a little reckless. “What the hell,” I said. I slid off the raised surface and pushed through the masses of people.
 
   “You’ve got this,” Vera shouted after me, but I didn’t turn around to acknowledge her comment. I would catch up with her in a few minutes after I crashed and burned because there wasn’t any other possibility. I shoved my way through the crowd, brushing up against undulating bodies, a few wandering hands, and a whole lot of sweaty skin. 
 
   When the crowd cleared, I came face to face with him. I blinked, overwhelmed and wide-eyed. Close up, he was downright intimidating and a million times more devastatingly handsome than from afar. He was a little older than me, but he had every physical characteristic a woman wanted in a man: broad shoulders, powerfully sculpted muscles, dark hair just long enough to curl at the ends, and a savagely elegant face that hinted at a thinly concealed eroticism. At this range, I even saw his eyes. They were a striking shade of gray that both complemented and enhanced his olive complexion, and they were trained 100 percent on me. 
 
   Sure, I had encountered many powerful and attractive men in my life. After all, my dad was the Attorney General of the United States, which was a big deal. Interacting with the political elite was just another day on the playground for me, but none of them compared to this man. Not even close. Power, control, and something intangible seeped from him in wicked abundance.
 
   I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. I didn’t move. I didn’t blink. Apparently, my brain had disconnected from my mouth and my body. Even with the aid of Vera’s little pep talks, I crashed and burned the second I came face to face with Mr. Dark and Sexy. Game over. There was no way in hell I could talk to him, much less use him as an Evan mind eraser. I pivoted backward, determined to flee. 
 
   “Are you going to talk to me or did I already scare you away?” His voice whispered down my spine, and the hair on my forearms stood on end. The glint in his eyes said things that his mouth hadn’t, or maybe my overactive imagination needed to shut the hell up.
 
   “Um…” My mind scrambled into a million puzzle pieces, and then I found my voice. “No. I’d like another drink.” I pointed with a limp finger toward the bar, horrified by my attempt at making conversation.
 
   Satisfaction slid across his face. He knew I wasn’t leaving. “I can help you with that.” He lifted two fingers and motioned for the bartender. Less than five seconds later, the bartender hovered in front of him expectantly. All night, Vera and I had to flash our breasts to elicit his attention. Not really, but close. “Another Prairie Fire or a Red Headed Slut? Maybe something different this time?” He raised one dark, perfectly arched eyebrow, humor lighting the sharp angles of his face.
 
   Vera was right. He had been watching me all night. I couldn’t decide if that was a good thing, but I elected to stay the course for a few minutes and feel him out. “You pick.”
 
   His lips hinted at a lopsided smile, and my heart nearly exploded in my chest. A direct hit to my heart would have been less effective. “Two glasses of Patron on the rocks with a splash of soda water.”
 
   “No fancy name for that drink?” I asked rocking back on my heels.
 
   “Not everything needs a name.” He leaned closer to the man next to him and whispered something next his ear. The man immediately vacated his seat.
 
   “Sit.” He motioned toward the empty chair…another thing I hadn’t been able to score tonight.
 
   “I’m Hattie.” I slipped into the seat next to him, my body a foot away from him, but still too close for my comfort.
 
   “Hattie,” he repeated. The way my name rolled over his tongue was more intoxicating than my last few shots. “That’s an interesting name.”
 
   “My mom named me after Hattie Caraway—the first woman elected to a full term in the U.S. Senate.”
 
   “Does that mean you have political aspirations?”
 
   “My mom wants me to be involved in politics.” My dad held all the political clout in their relationship and she resented him for it. She didn’t want that for me. She wanted me to be the person with the power. She met my dad at Harvard Law School, but she dropped out when she got pregnant with my brother. She has never let me forget she considers that decision her biggest mistake.
 
   “I’m Ryker.” He pushed my hair behind my ears and with one delicate stroke, the air evaporated from my lungs. Caught in the tangle of his sea gray eyes, I leaned forward, dropping my gaze to his lips. 
 
   I bit my lower lip. “What brings you to the bar tonight?”
 
   “A drink. What about you?” Ryker asked.
 
   “Boredom and peer pressure,” I responded.
 
   Ryker’s lips quirked up at the corners. “Maybe I could help you relieve some of your boredom.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes. “Oh really, and what would you suggest?”
 
   Ryker slid my drink across the bar countertop toward me. “A drink. Conversation. Maybe more.”
 
   I swallowed hard, trying to beat back the anxiety bubbling in my stomach. “Why don’t we start with the drink and conversation?” I lifted my glass and took a healthy gulp of my drink.
 
   He stared at me, burning up my insides with a predatory gaze. His eyes swept down my body, lingering on the deep “v” of my dress, sending a tingling sensation straight to my core before his eyes met mine again. “Fine. If that makes you comfortable, I don’t mind pretending we don’t know the end game…at least for a little while. We’ll finish our drink first. ”
 
   My hand froze; drink in hand, halfway to my mouth. I stared at him, my lips parted, my breathing accelerated as his words washed over me. Panic, astonishment, and excitement swirled inside of me. Conflicting urges to flee or drag him back to my hotel room warred inside my body. Both thoughts seemed ridiculous. Weighing my options, I shifted to the end of my seat. “What’s the end game?” I asked, my throat dry and a bit shaky.
 
   He leaned forward trailing a fingertip along my jaw line. “We can sit here and have a friendly chat, but we both know that this night ends with me buried inside of you.” He cocked his head to the side. “I’m hoping it happens sooner rather than later, though,” he said, lowering his voice to a wicked drawl.
 
   Who said shit like that? I snickered trying to lighten the mood, but it didn’t help. Desire brewed in the air around us, making it impossible to ignore him. I drew in a forceful breath as my eyes flittered around the bar, searching for Vera. Normally, she stood out like a beacon in a sea of blonde and brown, but I didn’t see her long, flowing red mane anywhere. 
 
   “She disappeared toward the beach with a man a few minutes ago.” Ryker waved his hand in the direction of the long span of doors open to beach at back of the bar.
 
   “Vera?”
 
   “Is that her name?”
 
   I nodded as I swallowed nervously. “Why are you interested in me?” It was a dumb question, but the thought tumbled from my mouth before I stopped it. I wasn’t ugly, but I didn’t draw the attention of many men either. Vera does…not me.
 
   Secrets danced behind his guarded eyes, but Ryker didn’t answer. He snagged my hand and pulled me off my chair. A heated, tingling current traveled the length of my arm, but I didn’t have the time to analyze it. Instinctively, I tensed for a beat, pulling back…resisting him, but he didn’t release my hand. He pulled me closer until his hard chest whispered a darkly suggestive promise against mine.
 
   “Let’s dance,” he said, his lips only millimeters from my bare skin. Shivers cascaded down my neck, and my heart sputtered. I was enthralled, spellbound, and already dancing to his seductive tune.
 
   Even as I followed him into the maze of people, I knew I shouldn’t go anywhere with him, but when I gazed into his smoky gray eyes, I buried my better judgment into the recesses of my mind. At twenty-four years old, I needed to start living my life for me instead of my family. And right now, that included doing things I had every intention of blaming on the ignorance of youth.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   In the middle of the dance floor, he circled his arms around me, pulling my body flush against his. My silky black dress didn’t offer much of a barrier between his body and mine. The fevered glide of my skin against his black cotton shirt and his muscular thighs as we moved to the beat felt good. Better than good. Fucking amazing. I inwardly heckled myself for my inappropriate behavior even as I slid closer. I wanted to sink into him, embrace the moment. What harm could come of it?
 
   In a foreign country, in the arms of a stranger with no familiar faces to judge my actions and report my unbecoming behavior, I decided to live. Fuck Evan and all his apologies that filled my phone on a daily basis. My mom, my brother, my friends…everyone except Vera wanted me to give Evan another chance. They reminded me of Evan’s promising future career in politics at every turn. His dad was a U.S. Senator, and Evan probably would be one someday too. If I married Evan after everything he’d done, it’d be a political merger, nothing more. Evan didn’t love me…he never did. I realized that now. You didn’t lie and cheat when you loved someone.
 
   Ryker’s hand coasted down my spine, resting at my lower back, and I arched into him, our hips moving in perfect synchronicity with the beat of the music. My hands wandered up the sculpted planes of his chest, and I feathered soft kisses along his neck. He smelled like a mixture of masculine spice and salty sea air. 
 
   My actions were stupid. I meant to tease him…control him, but he had other plans. One of his hands traced the outline of my body from my waist to the subtle curve of my breast. His thumb grazed the tip of one nipple then the other, making them so hard they throbbed within the confines of my black lace bra. When I thought I’d melt into a puddle of need, his hands glided around my hips, guiding my movements, grinding his pelvis against mine, and I was the one being tortured.
 
   He tipped my chin up, and the flashing lights of the bar lit the sharp angled planes of his face, accentuating his devastating beauty. The full effect of his smoky gaze pierced through me, enslaving me, mesmerizing me. A shot of adrenaline coursed like wildfire through my body as our connection simmered to a full boil. 
 
   I whimpered, but he halted the release of my breath with the press of his thumb against my parted mouth. His thumb traced the contour of my lips, likely smearing Vera’s magic red lipstick, but I didn’t care. I was under his spell—compliant, willing, my eyes begging for things my mouth wouldn’t. I nipped the tip of his thumb and his eyes darkened. “See? I warned you this is where the night would go.”
 
   Before his comment invaded the haze of lust overwhelming my senses, his hand cupped my chin, and his lips crashed against mine. His kiss was far from gentle, but I didn’t care. I matched him stroke for stroke, bite for bite, and losing touch with reality under the whirlwind of his assault. 
 
   Every contour of his body belonged to me at that instant, and I intended to take advantage of it. My hands darted under his shirt, roaming along the hard planes of his chest and stomach. 
 
   His hand skated up my thigh, cupping my sex in the middle of the dance floor. Common sense told me to object, but my mind was blind, deaf, and dumb to anything but him and the sensations rolling through me. Greedy, eager gasps fell from my mouth as his hand rubbed against my mound. I wanted to use him…steal every inch of him and burn the memories into my mind for later when my mom managed to marry me off to Evan or his stuffy clone.
 
   His hand slipped into my panties, and my breath rushed out in a needy moan. With every slip, slide, and caress of his finger, flames licked at my body until it practically hummed. Instinctively, I wrapped my leg around his waist, grinding against him. Ryker nipped my lower lip, and my knees buckled as seeds of an explosive orgasm spread from my core up the length of my spine. Like Houdini, he made everything beyond the two of us evaporate. I probably wouldn’t have resisted if he spread me out on the dirty, sticky floor and fucked me in front of hundreds of strangers. 
 
   I palmed his erection through his pants, wildly seeking evidence that he felt this…that he needed this. Insane or not, I needed to feel this stranger inside of me. Wow. I didn’t even recognize my lusty mind. 
 
   Ryker sucked in a weighted breath. “Not here.” His voice mimicked gravel against satin, but it called out to me like nothing I’d ever heard. Distantly, I pondered why everything sounded better, sexier, and infinitely hotter coming out of his sultry, made for sin mouth. Who the fuck was this man? He scattered my thoughts and turned me into liquid fire within minutes…no, seconds.
 
   His hand coiled around mine, biting into the fragile bones of my hand. Too mindless to object, I followed blindly in pursuit of the sexual emancipation written in every ruthless curve of his face. 
 
   Less than a minute later, we were outside the bar. The humid air ruffled through my hair, lifting it from my shoulders and whipping it around my face. Music from the nightclubs dueled for the attention of the tourists strolling the sidewalks in a drunken fog. But none of that registered in my mind. Alcohol and single-minded lust surged through my veins, clouding my vision until I couldn’t think of anything but the release Ryker promised. 
 
   He pulled me along the side of a darkened building, an alley of sorts, and pressed me against the wall. A thrill skittered down my spine as the stucco bit into my back and snagged the silken weave of my little black dress.
 
   Less than a beat later, he pressed his body against mine as his hands hiked up the bottom of my dress. The humid, tropical air hummed around my sensitive skin, and I ached for him. I pulled his face to mine, sucking his tongue into my mouth. He tasted of tequila and sin, and I wanted more. I demanded more.
 
   Not wasting a second, his finger slid inside of me, and he groaned into my mouth, igniting pleasure-laced vibrations in my already pulsing core. “You’re so wet,” he said as his lips ghosted along my neck, my pulse a rapid staccato under his wandering mouth.
 
   “Mm,” I moaned, grinding my pelvis against his hand. My hands fumbled with his belt buckle. I was done with foreplay. Game over. I wanted him inside of me. Now.
 
   “Fuck,” he said ripping my hands away just as I managed to release his buckle. He pulled a small square package out of his pocket.
 
   I both loved and hated that he had a condom. Loved because I wanted him buried inside me with as little to regret as possible tomorrow. Hated because it made me realize he might do this often. I forced the thought from my mind. None of that mattered. I had no intention of seeing Ryker after tonight. He’d be my dirty secret…one huge silent fuck you to my mom, Evan, and the next guy my parents shoved in my face when they finally accepted I wouldn’t rekindle my relationship with Evan.
 
   With unsteady hands, I released his button and his zipper. He shoved his pants and boxer briefs down his hips just far enough to free himself, but not far enough to expose himself to wandering eyes. Within seconds, he rolled a condom over his erection. A quick snap of his hand and my panties were discarded in a mystery puddle near our feet.
 
   He wrapped one of my legs around his waist, spreading me, revealing me, and he plunged inside with one deep, breath-robbing thrust. His eyes never left mine as he pounded into me with a confidence and skill I’d never experienced.
 
   In.
 
   Out.
 
   And back in again.
 
   Deeper and harder with every jutting stroke of his hips.
 
   My senses whirled and faded into the moment, unable to concentrate on anything but the building pressure as he moved inside me.
 
   Twisting his fingers into my hair, he gripped my head, his hands biting into my cheeks, his eyes devouring me. The sharp bite of pain only enhanced my desire. 
 
   With his gray eyes boring into mine, I imagined he saw through me, penetrating the deep recesses of my mind where I buried secrets, lies, and all the insecurities locked inside my soul. It was too much. I didn’t want an emotional connection. I wanted a mindless fuck that transported me out of my self-induced agony and pity into a mind-shattering pleasure so raw and deep I’d never forget it. Shaking out of his clasp, I dropped my head and closed my eyes, concentrating on the delicious bite of his cock and the rattling of my teeth as he slammed into me. 
 
   Without words, he complied, shoving me harder into the wall. His hands tore at my dress. When the material buckled under his strength, he raked the soft skin of my breasts with his hand. I’d never experienced anything so rough and mindless. My perfectly tailored life faded into a blur of primal bliss. I liked it. No, I fucking loved it. 
 
   He lifted my other leg, his hands digging into the flesh of my ass, and just like that, an incoherent, disconnected sound escaped my mouth as the most insanely mind-numbing orgasm slashed through my body. A dark tide of pleasure swallowed me as I screamed, unconcerned with who heard. Like a savage, my nails clawed at the hard planes of his shoulders and any other body part I could find, trying to pull him deeper into me…into this chasm of soulless rapture.
 
   “Fuck,” he yelled as he pounded into me. My head hit the wall, and my eyes connected with his at the exact instant of his release. Brutal pleasure contorted the angular features of his face into something both beautiful and wicked.
 
   Then, everything stopped and he froze inside me. The pounding of the music, the low hum of conversation, and the bursts of laughter seeped back into my reality. Out of breath, he buried his head against my shoulder as he released my shaky legs.
 
   With my mind luxuriating in the fog of sex, he tangled one of his hands into my hair and forced me to look at him. Everything was blurred, softer, happier…disguising the hard truths of what just happened. I preferred it. I embraced it. No regrets. A languid smile pulled at the edge my lips. My body wanted him again and again.
 
   “Sorry,” he murmured, his gray eyes simmering with regret. I didn’t understand what he meant, and I opened my mouth to ask, but without warning, a sharp object pierced the thin skin of my neck.
 
   He brushed a kiss across my lips, and my brain became fuzzier and fuzzier as one second bled into the next. Nothing made sense, but then my body swayed and an instant of absolute clarity flashed through my mind. 
 
   “You drugged me. Why?” I whispered, my tongue thick and heavy as it rolled over the words in my mouth.
 
   “Because you’re you,” he whispered as my vision faded into nothingness.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Present Day
 
    
 
   It had been hours since Ryker walked out of the room without explaining anything, leaving me tied to a wooden chair. The room didn’t have a single window, picture, or piece of furniture, except for the chair I sat on and a long wooden table behind me. The silence in the room was deafening; even my breath and the quiet hum of the florescent light seemed loud. 
 
   I stared at the white walls and the gray concrete floors as my mind stalked one horrible scenario after another, each worse than the previous. Deviants kept women chained to the walls. Religious fanatics groomed women to be subservient slaves. Sex traffickers drugged women and sold them. Serial murderers abducted women and tortured and killed them. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, trying to beat back my impending panic attack.
 
   I concentrated on the tangible items connecting me to that point in time just like my childhood therapist taught me. My chair was wood. The walls were white. My feet touched the concrete floor. The coarse hairs of the rope chaffed my skin. My bladder was insanely full. Slowly, my heartbeat returned to normal.
 
   Just as the pressure building in my bladder had become too much, and I decided I didn’t care if I soiled myself, the door opened behind me. My muscles coiled into knots waiting for a word. None were spoken. Instead, I listened to the soft shuffle of leather shoes over concrete and faint inhalations and exhalations, moving closer and closer with each passing second.
 
   I could have said something, but I didn’t. I didn’t have anything to say, not yet anyway, and screaming wouldn’t help. I screamed after Ryker left for so long that my throat felt as though I had just finished my first performance as a fire swallower.
 
   “Are you hungry?”
 
   Ryker. I couldn’t see his face, but I didn’t need to. I recognized his voice. He placed his hands on my shoulders, his front to my back. I could smell him—spice mixed with salty sea air. Fear and loathing in the form of a shudder crept down my spine.
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Thirsty?” He squeezed my shoulders.
 
   I nodded. I was so fucking thirsty I couldn’t form the words. I wanted to be strong and refuse anything from him, but I was weak in both my mind and body. Unless I did something about it, I’d become progressively weaker with every passing hour. My throat throbbed. My eyes were so dry that I heard the clicking sound of my eyelids as they slid over my eyeball with every blink. My skull pounded. 
 
   He removed his hands from my shoulders, and I blew out a huge breath, lifting my heavy bangs from my forehead. I tried to ignore it, but I could still feel the imprint of his hands on my shoulders. Less than a minute later, he crouched down in front of me, a plastic cup filled with a clear liquid in one hand.
 
   I glared pointedly at my bindings. “Are you going to untie me?” The words came out as a strangled whisper.
 
   He smiled a faint, maddening grin that mocked my very existence. “No.”
 
   One fucking word. “Are you going dump it over my face or make me lap it up like a dog?”
 
   “No.” He lifted the glass to my lips, and I greedily sucked the liquid into my Sahara-like mouth. 
 
   “More?” he asked when he pulled it away.
 
   I tipped up my chin. “You won’t get away with this. Vera knows I left with you.”
 
   He cocked his head to the side, watching me carefully, completely unmoved by my words. Calm amusement lit the savage planes of his face. “No. She knows you talked to a guy at a bar, but she left before we danced or even before you sat down. I made sure of it. I don’t make mistakes. No one can trace you to me.” His lips curved in a smile that was miles from reassuring. “Besides, this is Mexico. The bureaucratic red tape between here and your government will give me months of lead time.”
 
   In one sickening rush, my stomach caved in on itself and the water I drank threatened to reverse its course as I processed his words. “You sent that man to talk to Vera to get rid of her so you could…” I gasped, and the blood drained from my face, leaving me lightheaded. He set me up. He planned everything. This wasn’t a random crime of opportunity. This was much worse. He had targeted me.
 
   “I’ve been watching you for a while.” He stood up, and I hated the lethal grace oozing out of him. I hated I even noticed, but his magnetic charm wouldn’t fool me today. Without alcohol flowing through my veins, he looked dangerous, but maybe that was just my imagination. A black shirt stretched across his chest. The stubble on his face was thicker and blacker than last night, but he was just a man, even if my mind wanted to believe otherwise.
 
   I bit my lower lip until the faint, metallic taste of blood flavored my saliva. “Are you going to kill me?”
 
   “I don’t think it will come to that.” His voice was casual, lazy even, but his eyes weren’t. His gray irises focused on me with hyper-vigilance.
 
   My eyes flared, and blood roared through my head, compounding the paralyzing effect of last night’s alcoholic binge and whatever drug Ryker used to sedate me. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   He shoved his hands into his pockets, his face entirely too blank for my comfort. “As long as your father does what he’s told, you should be home before the end of next week.” 
 
   The tension twisting my muscles into frozen knots, released just a fraction. I had faith in my dad. He would do whatever it took to extract me from this hellhole. He may not be the best parent in the world, but he took care of his family. He loved me even if he was absent more often than not. Unlike the rest of my family, he hadn’t pressured me to work things out with Evan. “What’s he supposed to do?”
 
   “Pardon my brother.”
 
   “Who’s your brother?”
 
   “Rever Vargas.”
 
   My mind raced through the back alleys of my brain trying to place the name, but nothing came to me. I shook my head, a fresh wave of agony radiating through my skull. “What makes him so important?”
 
   Ryker laughed, a quiet and unsettling sound. “He’s my father’s son.”
 
   “Who’s your father?”
 
   “Ignacio Vargas.”
 
   A little flutter of something—maybe a memory—rushed through my brain, but nothing of substance and nothing identifiable. “So.” I tried to shrug, but the ropes binding me to the chair bit in my wrists.
 
   He caught my chin between his thumb and his index finger, and an unhurried, enigmatic, and impossibly sexy smile tugged on the corners of his lips. I wanted to hit him. He leaned toward me, and I considered spitting in his face, but he pressed his finger to my mouth. “Don’t try it,” he warned, his voice deadly calm, his eyes an opaque, impenetrable mask. 
 
   I glared at him, summoning years of anger, frustration, and hatred into the narrowing of my eyes. He bent closer, his lips within striking distance of mine, and for one terrifying second, I thought he’d kiss me. But instead, he yanked his finger from my lips and stood up in one fluid movement. Without looking back, he stalked toward the door, his heavy footsteps echoing through the empty room.
 
   “Wait,” I yelled, craning my head to the side as far as humanly possible. “I need to go to the bathroom.”
 
   He paused, but he didn’t respond.
 
   “And I’d like a change of clothes,” I added. Ryker had torn the strap on my dress last night, and I hated the memory of that moment glaring at me, taunting me with my impulsive stupidity.
 
   “Fine,” he answered in his smooth, velvety voice. The door slammed, and it took less than a second for the tears mixed with semi-hysterical hiccups to surface.
 
   I shouldn’t have gone on this trip. I should’ve got back together with Evan, the self-absorbed asshole. I should’ve refused to go to the bar with Vera. I wished I never touched Ryker. Shame and cruel self-loathing rushed hot and cold through my veins as visions of Ryker and me on the dance floor and in the alley flashed through my mind. I enjoyed having sex with a monster, which clearly meant something was wrong with me.
 
   I didn’t even hear the door open again. I was too busy floating in a haze of self-pity and regret. The ropes slackened around my wrists and then my ankles, and Ryker’s arms wrapped around my waist pulling me up. Pins and needles of pain shot through my limbs as blood rushed into my starved fingers and toes. I would’ve collapsed if it weren’t for Ryker.
 
   “There’s a bathroom down the hall on the right. You need to be quiet and listen to everything I say. If you try to run or attack me, you won’t like the consequences.” His words were harsh, and the frozen mask of fury on his face told me he meant it.
 
   I nodded, unable and unwilling to form words of gratitude or anger. He restrained my hands behind my back with one hand. He placed his other hand around the front of my neck, warning me what would happen if I tried to resist or escape.
 
   I stumbled as he muscled me into a small, dark room and then flipped on the lights. The room had a toilet, a cabinet with a sink, a square mirror, and a small shower stall. Everything was white with concrete floors just like the room where Ryker held me captive.
 
   He pulled a robe from underneath the sink and draped it over a hook next to the shower. “You can shower and use the bathroom,” he said as he folded his arms across his chest, leaning against the door. 
 
   I snatched the robe off the hook. “Are you staying?”
 
   “Can I trust you not to run?”
 
   “No,” I shot back before I contemplated the consequences of my answer. Dumbass. 
 
   “Then I’ll wait here. Go ahead.” He nodded his head in the direction of the shower.
 
   “No,” I shouted. My heart seized with a sickening terror. I imagined his silvery eyes crawling over my naked body. Enough guilt and self-hatred already assaulted my conscience for having sex with him. I didn’t need any more.
 
   He rolled his eyes. “For fuck’s sake, Hattie, I have no interest in your naked body or touching any part of you. There’s no need to be modest.” His eyes danced with amusement like he found the whole situation hilarious, and it stung for too many reasons to contemplate.
 
   Asshole. 
 
   Asshole.
 
   Asshole.
 
   Humiliation heated my cheekbones and quickly spread down my face to my neck. “Then, why’d you touch me last night?” My voice was so small and pathetic I wanted to shrink into nothingness and disappear. His words plunged into my heart like an invisible spear. Logically, why he fucked me wasn’t important. It happened. Given the chance, I’d rewind history. Regrets were a waste of time and brainpower. Unfortunately, my emotional mind snubbed my rational mind. 
 
   His eyebrows lifted, his eyes void of all emotion once again. “It was my job to procure you by any means necessary. You were open to sex, so that’s the tool I used.” He crossed his ankles and the corners of his mouth twitched. “It worked.”
 
   My mouth opened and then closed quickly as my mind spun in circles. I pinched the bridge of my nose trying to find balance and calm. I took a deep breath, and resignation settled into my bones. I wanted to be clean and wash every ounce of him from my body. Then, I’d regroup and figure out how to sneak away from him. “Fine,” I whispered, turning my back to him and pulling the tattered remains of my dress over my head. I crumbled it into a ball and tossed it in the trashcan next to the sink. At least the tiny shower stall had a curtain rather than glass.
 
   I stepped into the shower and turned it on full force. Ice-cold water ran down my skin and I gasped. Numb with defeat, I didn’t care. I stood there with my eyes closed, frozen and shivering under the stream of water until the temperature adjusted.
 
   I didn’t know how much time had passed when the shower curtain scraped across the rusted metal bar. I flinched, but kept my eyes closed choosing to ignore reality. Ryker pulled my body toward the opening. “Don’t.”
 
   “I’m going to wash you.”
 
   “No.” My eyes popped open, and I ripped the bar of soap out of his hands. “I don’t want you to touch me.”
 
   “Fine.” His face impassive, his voice bland, he drew the shower curtain closed. “Do it yourself, but be quick because you only have two more minutes. I’m done playing games with you. I have shit to do today that doesn’t involve pampering a worthless socialite.” 
 
   My hand contracted around the soap so hard I thought it’d crumble, and at that moment I made myself a promise. I’d eat. I’d drink. I’d tell him and anyone else what they wanted to hear. I’d learn his vulnerabilities. I’d be totally compliant, but the minute Ryker’s watchfulness faltered, I’d fucking run and I’d be free. I didn’t brush up against the masters of manipulation my entire life without learning more than I’d ever wanted to know about survival and deceit.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   “Here’s where you’ll live for the next few weeks.” Ryker threw open a white steel door.
 
   I tightened the belt on my robe as my eyes scanned the room. No window. White walls. Narrow bed. White coverlet. White linens. Painted white concrete floors. I always liked the perceived elegance and simplicity of white, but right then I promised myself a life full of color when I escaped. Not if, but when, because there wasn’t an alternative. I refused to die at the age of twenty-four in the middle of nowhere before I had the opportunity to do anything with my life. And when I got my life back, I wouldn’t cave to my parents’ demands or expectations…ever.
 
   “It’s like my private padded cell minus the padding,” I mumbled under my breath. If he heard me, he didn’t care. 
 
   “Most of the items from your suitcase are on the shelves in the closet.” His arm waved in the direction of the door at the far end of the room.
 
   “Most?” I questioned, brushing my damp hair behind my ears.
 
   “I discarded anything that you might use to harm yourself or us.”
 
   “Us?” I glanced over my shoulder.
 
   “Yes.” He chuckled. “There are others.”
 
   “How flattering,” I mocked, flinging myself onto the narrow bed. Unfortunately, it was as hard as it looked and nearly knocked the air from my lungs when I landed. “An entire team of deranged assholes all dedicated to restraining a hundred and fifteen pound woman.” 
 
   “Someone will bring you food within an hour.” He smirked. “It’s probably not what you’re used to, but I think you’ll you find it acceptable.”
 
   “I’ll be fine. I don’t care what I eat.”
 
   Ignoring the plastic chair in the corner, he reclined on the edge of my bed, his long muscular legs stretching out in from of him. I wished he would move. Up close, he was just as mesmerizing as the first time my eyes connected with his last night. I didn’t want him to lull me into a false sense of security.
 
   “So who do you think will come to your rescue? Your dad or your lover’s family?”
 
   My brow furrowed. “How do you know about Evan?”
 
   He shrugged. “I know a lot of things.”
 
   My body stiffened. “How?”
 
   His lips curled into a slow, unsettling, almost predatory smile. Vivid, heated images of his lips exploring mine flashed through my mind. Shame raced through my body. I jerked my head to the side, closing my eyes, trying to erase the image from my mind.
 
   He trailed his finger down the exposed flesh of my thigh. My stomach twisted in knots. 
 
   “Do you think Evan would still want you if he knew you spread your legs for me?”
 
   I covered my face with my hands, but a rough-edged sob escaped my mouth. It didn’t matter what he said. I didn’t care.
 
   He peeled my hands from my face, tilting my chin, forcing me to look at him with his icy gray eyes. He leaned toward me, his body braced above mine. “Don’t look so stricken. Maybe he wouldn’t care.” One side of his mouth lifted. “He has some unusual tastes, but you don’t know that yet, do you? He usually goes elsewhere for those needs.”
 
   He said it to bait me. I wasn’t dumb. I realized that, but for some reason my mind wasn’t 100 percent sure he had lied. I knew Evan cheated. I saw it. He admitted to it and more, but maybe Evan held something back. Something darker. Something unforgivable.
 
   A tear rolled down my face, but not because I still loved Evan. I didn’t. I wasn’t sure I ever did, but Ryker had kicked me in the gut while I was down. “Given that we broke up weeks ago, what Evan likes is no longer relevant,” I said, my voice choked and shaky, instead of unconcerned and confident as I intended. I cleared my throat. “I will never get back together with him. Never.”
 
   “Really? Are you sure about that?” He raised one eyebrow, his jaw clenched and his lips pressed into a tight line.
 
   I hit him hard in the middle of his chest with my palm, shoving him backward and out of my space. I searched his intense face, and then it hit me. He didn’t know I broke up with Evan. He wanted Evan to care, to be franticly searching for his lost love. Unbidden, a bitter laugh spilled from my mouth as tears rained down my face. One point for me. “You couldn’t have been watching me very closely if you missed that fact. Everyone knows I caught him cheating on me. I guess you don’t know as much as you think you do.”
 
   He stood up. “Hopefully he still cares enough to help you. Senator Deveron would be a useful ally. If not, you’ll only have one person to dissect the months of red tape to pardon my brother and secure your release. You might not make it that long.” He stalked toward the door.
 
   “Maybe your brother won’t either.”
 
   “I’m not worried. The U.S. government doesn’t torture its prisoners, especially a high profile one with useful connections and information.” He shrugged and glanced over his shoulder, his silver eyes glowing with a sinister light. “I can’t say the same about the Vargas Cartel.”
 
   My mind swirled as he slammed the door and locked it, cutting me off from the world. Not that there was much to see and explore outside my white prison cell, but I hated being alone. I hated silence more, and it appeared I’d have a heavy dose of both in the foreseeable future. The soft hum of silence reminded me of a lifetime of disapproval when I didn’t wear the right outfit, say the right thing, or eat the right food. From an early age, those all too frequent occasions always ended the same way…with me alone in my room contemplating how I would do better next time. 
 
   As I opened the closet, I found a small stack of clothing. Dropping my robe on the floor, I pulled a dress over my head. I didn’t know much about the Vargas Cartel, just a few tidbits of information from my Latin American politics class. 
 
   From what I recalled, they controlled the vast stretch of land from Nuevo Leon, which bordered Texas, all the way south to the Yucatan—which included my vacation destination. From all accounts, the Vargas Cartel had a distinguished record as drug traffickers, human traffickers, arms traffickers, highly efficient executors…and those were just the offenses I remembered off the top of my head. They were equal opportunity players, ruthlessly diving into anything that made money. According to some experts, their range of influence extended to the U.S. 
 
   I sank down onto the floor next to the bed, dropping my head into my shaky hands. I was fucked. Of all the places in the world where Vera could have convinced me to go for Spring Break, she’d picked an area associated with the Vargas Cartel. Instead of taking a vacation to escape my nagging parents and Evan’s pathetic apologies, I had taken a vacation to the center of hell with little hope of escape.
 
   How would my dad get me out of this mess? Miles of red tape stood in the way of my release. Securing Rever Vargas’s release wouldn’t be easy either. My dad would have to call in every political favor in his arsenal and then some. The U.S. government rarely negotiated with criminal organizations and terrorists, which sounded like a good policy until it directly impacted me.
 
   Even if my dad succeeded, I still might not make it out of this mess alive. Every day I spent as a prisoner of the Vargas Cartel increased the chances that I’d learn too much and inadvertently sign my death warrant.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   When I crawled into the small bed, I knew I’d never be able to fall asleep. Every inch of my body vibrated with anger. I wanted to tear apart the room and turn it upside down. My wrists, ankles, and head throbbed in unison. I should have begged for food when I had the chance. My stomach felt sunken and nauseous—a combination of too little food, too much alcohol, and the lingering effects of whatever Ryker injected into my neck.
 
   I heard a click at my door, and I shot up in bed. A man I didn’t recognize walked through the door carrying a tray of food. Without a word, he sat it on the edge of the bed. Unlike Ryker, he wasn’t tall. In fact, he was probably a good three inches shorter than me. He wore a white collared shirt and tan pants. He had dark hair and wide-set eyes, and black tattoos covering both of his arms.
 
   “I’m not hungry,” I shouted at him, despite the relentless growling and churning of my stomach.
 
   He cocked his head to the side but didn’t say anything.
 
   “How long do I have to stay in this room?”
 
   Again, he didn’t answer.
 
   Frustration boiled under my skin. I picked up the bottle of water on the tray and tossed at the wall, grazing the side of the man’s head. “Can’t you talk or is your silence part of the plan to torture me?”
 
   His lips drew back over his yellowed teeth, and he stalked toward me, his entire body rigid. He had an odd, jittery intensity that caused the hair on my arms to rise in protest. Confused, I took a few steps backward until my back hit the cold, cement wall. I lunged sideways, but his hand encircled the base of my throat, the pressure enough to restrict, but not sever the airflow to my lungs. His fingers bit into my skin.
 
   “I can hear you,” he barked through clenched teeth, a faint accent flavoring his words. “But I don’t give a fuck what you have to say or what you want. If it were up to me, you’d be dead, puta.” His breath smelled of onions and garlic, and I shifted my head to the side, but he snapped my head forward, forcing me to look at him.
 
   His pupils contracted to a black pinpoint, and the hand on my neck tightened until edges of my vision blurred. Woozy, I shook my head wildly from side to side as tears rolled freely down my cheeks. “I’m sorry. Let me go,” I said, but the words were garbled and meaningless to him. 
 
   Desperately trying to free my neck from his grip, my fingers clawed at his hand without success. A harsh, sinister laugh erupted from his mouth, and he lifted a shiny, short blade in front of my face, twirling it back and forth, taunting me. Then, he trailed it down my cheek, along my neck to the hollow at the base of my throat. Even though he didn’t puncture my skin, my heart pounded so hard, I thought it’d rip through the walls of my chest.
 
   With soulless, vacant eyes, he sliced one strap of my sundress and then the other. His hand pressed even tighter around my neck, and I wondered if this was how I would die…at the hands of a nameless man, in a nondescript room, my body buried somewhere in the Yucatan jungle. With one final burst of effort, I tried to lift my leg to knee him in the balls, but the muscles in my legs refused to cooperate. They were boneless, collapsing under the weight of my body held up only by the press of his hand.
 
   Suddenly, the door flew opened so hard it rebounded and almost closed again. With gray eyes the color of thunderclouds, Ryker stalked through the door, his hands fisted at his sides, color staining his cheeks. 
 
   One.
 
   Two.
 
   Three steps and he stood next to me, hovering over us like an avenging specter. Not wasting a second, he yanked the man’s hands from my neck. Like a lifeless doll, I collapsed to my knees, bracing my throbbing neck with my fingers and gasping for air.
 
   Ryker shoved the man into the wall, his hand fisted in the man’s shirt. “¿Qué mierda estás haciendo?”
 
   “Ella arrojó una botella hacia mi cabeza. Tienes suerte que no la maté,” the nameless man spat, his face the color of molten lava, his eyes flashing, and his hands fisted in the material of his tan pants. 
 
   “No importa,” Ryker yelled, along with hundreds of other words I couldn’t begin to understand. He repeatedly slammed the stranger into the wall, punctuating each sentence or thought with the thud of flesh hitting cement.
 
   My mind swirled watching the exchange of rapid-fire Spanish. I took three years of Spanish in high school, and I recognized a few words, but not enough to decipher the conversation. I heard kill, head, and bottle, but the other words meant nothing. 
 
   I should have screamed or ran. Instead, I sat unmoving as tremors ravaged my limbs, and air slowly refueled my oxygen-deprived body.
 
   “Find someone else to babysit her,” the man screamed, switching to English as he flung his hand toward me.
 
   “Déjanos!” Ryker tossed the man toward the door by his shirt.
 
   The door to the bedroom slammed shut, echoing off the barren walls and concrete floors. Ryker turned his back to me, his hands buried deep in the pockets of his jeans, and his head bent. Shouts in Spanish and loud crashes filtered through the heavy door.
 
   When the voices stopped, Ryker turned, crouching down in front of me. Breathing heavily, he grazed my neck with his fingertips. I recoiled, not wanting to be touched by him or anybody else. My hands shaking, I jammed my fist into my mouth, suddenly overwhelmed by the reality of my situation. A brutal cartel had drugged and abducted me. I’d be lucky if I walked away from this situation with my life, because I was starting to realize my only way out might be in a body bag.
 
   “Stop,” he whispered, his voice raw. “I need to check your injuries.”
 
   “I’m fine, not that you care.” I crab-walked backward, but I didn’t get far before the cold wall pressed into my back, trapping me.
 
   “No, you’re not fine, and your condition definitely matters,” he said gruffly as he wrapped his arms around me and lifted me from the ground. I kicked him. I elbowed him and pulled at his hair. Nothing worked. He restrained me with minimal effort. The hard planes of his chest were warm against the front of my body, and his heart drummed wildly against his ribcage, which seemed wrong. He should feel icy, cold, and inhuman, because he was. He was a criminal.
 
   Ryker dumped me on the bed. “What the hell?”
 
   Shit. Tears rushed down my face, mingling with the snot from my nose. If I could see myself I’d be horrified, but I didn’t have the luxury of caring about my appearance any longer. I just needed him to leave. I tried to shield my face from him, but he snatched my hands, pressing them into the rock hard mattress as his eyes surveyed every inch of my body. I closed my eyes, unable to witness his icy perusal as though I were an inanimate object.
 
   After seconds that stretched like hours, he released my hands and I rolled to my side, my back to him. 
 
   The bed dipped behind me, and he rested his hand on my hip. “You need to eat.”
 
   “For some unfathomable reason, I lost my appetite.” I kicked the tray, but it only budged an inch or two. 
 
   “Nobody wants to see you hurt. As long as the U.S. government releases my brother, I’m happy to let you go. In fact, I’ll fly you first-class back to the U.S.”
 
   I rolled onto my back and stroked the tender skin of my neck. It’d be black and blue soon if it weren’t already. “You could’ve fooled me.”
 
   His lips pressed into a firm line, and he sighed in exasperation. “Just behave yourself and this whole thing will be infinitely easier for you. Don’t make waves.”
 
   Did he think I was stupid? I couldn’t believe any word that tumbled from his beautifully cruel lips. “Just let me go and I’ll talk to my dad. I’ll convince him to grant a pardon for your brother or whatever the hell else you want. I have to go home.” My heart pounded against the walls of my chest. “I have to be in school in a couple days. I can’t miss. I’m a teaching assistant. I have a few more months until graduation. I have an internship lined up this summer.” 
 
   He slanted forward so his mouth was less than an inch from my ear. “Sorry, Hattie,” he murmured in a soft, soothing voice. “But I can’t have you complicating my plans. When Rever’s released, you’ll be released. Tit for tat. And even if I wanted to let you go, I couldn’t.”
 
   “Sorry?” I shook my head from side to side, strands of hair whipping across my face. “Sorry for what? Abducting me? Imprisoning me? Drugging me? Fucking me in a dirty alley?”
 
   A faint chuckled escaped his lips. “If I said all of the above, would you be happy? Or maybe I should apologize for everything but fucking you.” He cocked his head to the side, and a lock of midnight colored hair veiled his expressive eyebrows. “My memory is hazy, but I think you enjoyed it.”
 
   I gasped. Satisfaction curled his lips into a wicked smile, and my stomach rolled in giant waves. “Shut up. Just shut up. You’re an asshole.”
 
   His lips twitched, and he folded his arms across his chest. “So I’ve been told.”
 
   “I hate you.” 
 
   He brushed a kiss across my forehead. An unwelcome heat spiraled through my body and my heart squeezed. My reaction didn’t make sense, so I mentally chalked it up to the trauma of the last few weeks—starting with catching Evan cheating, and ending with my abduction.
 
   “No, you don’t,” he drawled as he rose from the bed.
 
   “I don’t want to see you again. Can’t someone else take care of me?”
 
   He raised one eyebrow, a quick up and down motion that made me uneasy. “Who? Caesar?”
 
   “Caesar? Who’s he?”
 
   “The man who tried to squeeze the life out of your neck a few seconds ago. Or maybe you’d prefer my father. I have a hunch you wouldn’t like him very much either…he has a notoriously bad temper. Do want some tea or broth?”
 
   What the hell? I blinked. “What?”
 
   “Your throat is probably sore from Caesar’s attentions. Tea or broth might be better than solid food.”
 
   “I’ll have tea with some whiskey.”
 
   He shook his head. “Sorry. It’s not on the menu. Alcohol could make you more volatile, and it’s not good for you anyway.”
 
   “Lots of things aren’t good for me…like being locked in a cell, the lack of sunlight, being molested, but you don’t seem to care about any of those things.”
 
   He scoffed. “You haven’t been molested. Far from it.”
 
   Heat poured into my face as memories of the night in the bar with him flashed through my mind, taunting me with my stupidity. I turned to the side hoping he wouldn’t notice.
 
   “Are you blushing?”
 
   “Hardly.” I rolled my eyes. “Thanks to your buddy, Caesar, I don’t feel well.”
 
   “If you say so,” he replied. “Have a good night.” He opened the door.
 
   “What about the tea or the broth?” I reminded him, my voice panicked. Even though I didn’t like him, I didn’t want to be alone. I’d go crazy staring at the walls for hours without anything to do.
 
   “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
   He slammed the door behind him without glancing back.
 
   “Dammit,” I screamed, and the vibration raked like fire over my sore throat. I threw my pillow at the door. Tears flooded my eyes, clouding my vision. I was sick of crying and being sad. Fate had screwed with my life, and I didn’t know if anything would feel right or safe again.


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   Life rolled on and without a window or a clock, I didn’t even know how many days had passed. A week was my best guess, but then again, I stopped counting after three days of confinement.
 
   A man who never talked or made eye contact brought me three meals and escorted me on three bathroom breaks every day. When I asked him questions, he stared right through me. I even tried communicating in my rusty Spanish. My attempt didn’t make a difference. Apparently, someone—most likely Ryker—told him not to talk to me. He delivered some books a couple days ago. They weren’t something I’d normally read, but it was better than staring at the walls. 
 
   I craved conversation and contact. Yesterday, I started singing songs at the top of my lungs—dumb songs designed to annoy everyone in hearing distance. First, I belted out cornball nursery rhymes like the “Wheels on the Bus” and the “Ants Go Marching.” I liked these two songs because they allowed me to invent new verses to the tune. When I found myself talking about the drunks on the bus, I figured I should move on.
 
   Move on I did…with Eric Carmen’s “All by Myself” and Katy Perry’s “Roar.” Both songs appealed to me given my situation. One spoke to my loneliness, and the other became a theme song about breaking out my prison. I didn’t know all the lyrics, but I improvised where necessary. As a bonus, I liked the idea of subjecting Ryker to my ramblings, because I had a feeling they would annoy the shit out of him. 
 
   “Get dressed,” Ryker demanded one morning after I finished eating my breakfast.
 
   I scanned my outfit. I had on the same dress I wore yesterday, not that my clothing selections were important. I didn’t have anyone to impress. “I am dressed.”
 
   With narrowed eyes and a furrowed brow, he scanned the length of my body. “You wore that dress yesterday.”
 
   “How would you know?” I didn’t look up from my book.
 
   “Cameras.”
 
   Time froze as my mind swam in circles. “Cameras?” Somehow I found my voice, but it was small, barely above a whisper.
 
   “Yes, cameras.” He tilted his head to the side, a faint smile playing at the corners of his lush lips. “You know what those are, right?”
 
   I wanted to say something cutting, but anger and shock prevented me from forming the words. While I was locked in a cave-like room, Ryker apparently scrutinized my movements as though I were a rat in a lab experiment. How long before Hattie lost her mind? “You’re a sick bastard.”
 
   “I’ve heard that before. Let’s go.”
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “We’re making a proof of life video, or in this case, a proof of life live video conference.”
 
   “That’s dumb,” I declared standing up.
 
   “How do you figure?”
 
   “I’m sure there’s a way to trace the call and then they’ll come for me. What are you using? Skype?”
 
   He chuckled. “It’s not Skype, just something similar with many layers of encryption.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean they can’t circumvent it.”
 
   “They could, but it will take at least seven minutes to break the encryption technology if they’re good. Longer if they don’t know what they’re doing, and the exchange won’t last long anyway.” He held out his hand to me.
 
   “So it’s a live stream.” Ignoring his hand, I brushed by him. I probably had about thirty seconds of saying whatever I wanted before they stopped me or turned off the video stream. I intended to make good use of the time even if Ryker and his minions punished me later. Given my solitary confinement in a windowless room, I didn’t have much information to provide, but I refused to read from some worthless script where I begged my dad to comply with my captors’ terms.
 
   “You think you’ll be able to give them useful information,” he said. A ghost-like laugh escaped his mouth as he wrapped his hand around my neck, guiding me out the door.
 
   Screw him. He was always one step ahead of me, but that knowledge only fueled the fire raging inside of me to find a way to circumvent him. “Maybe,” I replied.
 
   He guided me through the shadowed hallways of the house that served as my prison for the past week. When we reached the front door, he pulled a rope from the pocket of his black pants and dangled it in front of my face. “Do I need this or will you be a good girl?”
 
   My body begged with me to resist everything he wanted and try to escape, but with him trailing beside me, I wouldn’t get far. In the end, he’d catch me, and he’d make my life much worse than it already was. If I did this chat, maybe it would improve my dad’s chances of finding me or securing my release in the near future. I held out my hands to him. “Do whatever you want. With or without the restraints, I can’t go far.”
 
   “You’re right. I’ll find you.” He stuffed the rope back in his pocket and opened the door. “Now walk.”
 
   The minute I stepped outside the front door, my eyes screamed from the sudden onslaught of bright light. I’d spent over a week in a dark, cavernous room, and my eyes didn’t appreciate the sudden change. Ryker’s hand circled the back of my neck again.
 
   “We’re going to the villa to do the little video chat.”
 
   I nodded as my vision came into focus. Less than fifty yards in front of me, I saw a large, white stucco villa with sweeping arches and a terra cotta colored tile roof. It had to be at least three stories with a picturesque columned front patio. I glanced over my shoulder to see the building where Ryker kept me. Like the villa, it was white stucco, but it didn’t have any windows—at least on the front of the building—and resembled a shed in comparison to the villa.
 
   “What am I supposed to say to my dad?” I asked as Ryker pushed open an oversized, intricately carved wooden door.
 
   “I don’t think we’ll be talking to your dad today.”
 
   I halted, and Ryker’s body brushed against my back. Every inch of his heated body pressed into my back. I trembled. “Why not?”
 
   His hand dropped from my neck and swept around my waist. “Your dad isn’t our main point of contact.”
 
   I closed my eyes, trying to ignore the way his spicy scent wrapped around me, infiltrating my lungs, making me dizzy. “Then why are we bothering? I can’t imagine many other people have a sufficient interest in securing my release in exchange for your brother.”
 
   “Senator Deveron,” he breathed next to my neck. “Does his name ring any bells?”
 
   “What?” I seethed through clenched teeth. “Why would he care?”
 
   “You tell me.”
 
   “I don’t know. You’re the man with the answers.” 
 
   He whirled me around to face him, his thumb stroking the soft, still bruised skin of my throat. I swallowed hard. As usual, his touch unnerved me, and I tensed my muscles so I didn’t melt into him. 
 
   “He and his son are very interested in your safe return. In fact, their level of interest makes me question your little breakup story.”
 
   I shrugged, feigning indifference even as my heart raced at the thought of seeing Evan’s face in a few minutes. Mixed…was the only word applicable to my jumbled emotions. Relieved he cared, angry he came to my rescue when my dad didn’t or couldn’t, and embarrassed I had sex with the man who kidnapped me. I hoped Evan didn’t know that dirty fact because I intended to take it to my grave. “Why do you care whether we broke up or not?” 
 
   A wry smile lit the sharp angles of his face. “I don’t care either way, but I need accurate information in order to fully understand the situation and react accordingly.”
 
   I turned my head to the side, unable to look at his face for one more second. “Right, I’m just part of your job…another chess piece to move and manipulate as needed to achieve the desired outcome.”
 
   “You’re wrong.” His fingers cradled my face, turning my chin so I had to look into his stormy gray eyes again.
 
   “Wrong about what?” I whispered the words almost to myself.
 
   “Do you really want to know?”
 
   “Yes,” I said even as I shook my head.
 
   “Even if I met you at a different time in a different place, I would have pulled you out of that bar and fucked you against the wall, except it wouldn’t have ended there,” he drawled.
 
   “It wouldn’t have?” I said, mesmerized by his deep voice.
 
   He shook his head. “I would have brought you back to my hotel and caressed every inch of your skin with my hands and my mouth until I burned you into my mind, and you had enough orgasms to last a lifetime. And then, I would have woke you up a few hours later to start all over again.”
 
   Holy shit. My knees felt weak, and I swayed into him as my body warred with my mind to collect on his promise.
 
   “Breathe, Hattie. Breathe,” he said.
 
   I sucked in a deep breath. “You really want that? With me?” I whispered, the words barely audible.
 
   He trailed a finger down my neck along my collarbone to the top of my breast. A fevered tremor tore through my body. “Of course,” he answered without hesitating.
 
   “Then, why don’t you do it?” Even as the words tumbled from my lips, my mind pleaded with me to take them back. I couldn’t be with him again. Ever. It was sick, twisted, and depraved I had even considered it. I should slap him across the face, but I didn’t.
 
   “I can’t. Your life is waiting for you, and when you’re safely ensconced in your bed with Evan in a week or two, you don’t need to have any more regrets weighing you down.”
 
   “Why don’t you let me decide what regrets I’m willing to live with?” I needed to sew my mouth shut.
 
   A devastating grin had slid across his face before he laughed. His eyes crinkled at the corners, and a faint dimple made an appearance on the right side of his face. For a split second, I forgot to be offended, but then the sensual haze cleared. 
 
   “Don’t patronize me.” Jesus, what was wrong with me? My mind and body battled over him even as he laughed at the expense of my sanity.
 
   He disguised his mouth with a quick swipe of his hand. “I’m not. Believe me, I like your enthusiasm, but it’s better if I don’t touch you again. In a couple months, I’ll be a distant memory, and you won’t even remember the color of my eyes.”
 
   “Maybe,” I prevaricated as I shook my head. Whether or not this was the last instant I ever touched him or saw his face, I’d never forget him. I wished it weren’t true. Trust me, the thought of five or ten years elapsing and still having wandering thoughts of Ryker—his sensual lips, his sexy grin, and the feel of his warm body pressed against mine—struck an apoplectic fear deep in my already wounded heart.
 
   He dropped his hand from my body, I whimpered from the loss. “It’s time to do the proof of life live feed.”
 
   “Do I have to read a script for them?”
 
   “No. Just answer their questions. Nothing you say will change the outcome,” he said mildly. He opened the double door in front of us and held out his hand. “After you.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   I froze mid-step as I entered the room. The only two faces I’d seen since becoming a prisoner were in the room, plus another older man, flanked by two overweight men with machine guns draped over their shoulders. 
 
   “Hattie,” Ryker said, resting the palm of his hand on my back. “You’ve met Caesar, and Javier.”
 
   So, Javier was the man who had brought me food and escorted me to the bathroom the past week. “Not officially,” I mumbled folding my arms across my chest, glaring daggers at Caesar.
 
   If Ryker heard me, he didn’t bother acknowledging the comment. “And this,” Ryker pointed to the man sitting behind the desk with graying hair, “is Ignacio Vargas.”
 
   The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end when my eyes met his. His eyes were black, blank, and devoid of any emotion except maybe hate, but maybe not even that. Looking at him was like staring into the abyss. Ignacio was Ryker’s dad and the head of the Vargas Cartel. As much as I would’ve liked to ignore their connection, meeting him deprived me of the option. Ice crystals formed in my blood. This is what it’s like to look into the eyes of a killer, my mind whispered.
 
   “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you,” Ignacio said in perfect but heavily accented English. “I’m sorry we couldn’t chat earlier, but I had other business monopolizing my attention.” Standing up, he turned his attention to Ryker. “We should get started. Senator Deveron is waiting for our call.”
 
   “We need to discuss how this is going to work,” Ryker declared.
 
   Ignacio cut him off with an abrupt wave of his hand. “Miss Covington is going to answer a few questions. That’s it, and I’m short on time today. We need to expedite this.”
 
   “Of course,” Ryker replied as he slipped into the chair at the desk. His hands flew over the computer keyboard for a few minutes. Then, he stood up again and motioned to the chair. “Hattie, take a seat.”
 
   I didn’t want to see Evan or his dad. I was afraid they would know what I did with Ryker…what I still wanted to do with him. It took all of my self-control not to flee from the room and run as fast and hard as my legs could carry me out of the villa and on the road to freedom. I retreated, taking a few anemic steps back, and one of Ignacio’s guards lifted his gun. Shit. I wouldn’t even make it out the door, much less out of the villa. I buried my shaking hands in the folds of my dress and settled into the chair.
 
   Ryker squeezed my shoulder, then relocated to a chair across the room. Ignacio quickly took his place behind me. 
 
   “Senator Deveron,” Ignacio said as his image filled the computer screen in front of us. “Miss Covington is alive and well as you can see.” He rested his hands on my shoulders and my breath accelerated to an uncomfortable level. I didn’t want his hands on me. My skin crawled under his fingers, repulsion radiating from every pore.
 
   “We’d like to ask her a few questions to ascertain her well-being.” Senator Deveron adjusted his monitor, allowing me to see Evan and him. Evan looked pale and exhausted. Dark circles shadowed the skin around his eyes, and heavy stubble coated his normally clean-shaven face.
 
   “Go ahead,” Ignacio’s hands dropped from my shoulders, and I took a deep breath trying to erase his touch from my mind and remain calm.
 
   “Hattie,” Evan breathed, inclining forward until his elbows rested on the table in front of him. “Are you okay?”
 
   Seriously. How did he expect me to answer his question? Of course I’m not okay. I’m as far from okay as I could conceivably get. I’m being held captive by a ruthless cartel. “I’m alive,” I said instead, dropping my eyes to my hands as they twisted the fabric of my dress. I was pretty sure my fingers would poke holes in the gauzy material by the end of the conversation.
 
   “Are you hurt?” Evan persisted.
 
   “Physically? No.” I hedged, unable to answer that question either.
 
   Evan stretched forward even further, his face only inches from the screen, bringing the different colors in his eyes into sharp focus…black, gold, chocolate mixed with green flecks. “Nobody has touched you, right?”
 
   My eyes flickered to Ryker. His face didn’t give anything away. I thought I’d see a hint of what he wanted me to say, but his face didn’t offer a single breadcrumb of information. Just before I returned my attention back to the computer monitor, his lips turned up at the corners, and his eyes flashed with a storm of lust, or maybe it was a trick of the light. Either way, that suggestive, fleeting glimpse of his thoughts transported my mind to an illicit daydream. It felt as though I had viewed a movie of us having sex against the wall on fast-forward. My heart stumbled inside my chest. What the hell was happening to me?
 
   Volcanic heat rushed up my neck, and I tucked my head against my chest. “I want to go home,” I whispered, ignoring the question entirely. “I really need to go home, Evan.”
 
   “As you can see, Hattie is alive and in good condition. When can I expect the exchange to happen?” Ignacio barked. Obviously his patience with Evan’s questions had expired. I didn’t care. Mine had too. As much as I wished otherwise, I didn’t have any information to help them rescue me. I suspected I was still in Mexico, but I wasn’t 100 percent certain, and Mexico was a huge country.
 
   “We’re working on it. Things like this don’t happen overnight. Hattie’s father is pursuing it from his angle, and I’m doing everything in my power to facilitate the prisoner exchange.” Senator Deveron cleared his throat and reclined in his chair.
 
   “I’m running out of patience. This needs to happen within the next week,” Ignacio persisted, shifting impatiently from foot to foot.
 
   “No way.” Evan vaulted out of his chair. “That’s impossible. We’re not some third world banana republic with a dictator who can snap his fingers and make things magically happen.”
 
   “Figure it out.” With those three words, Ignacio hooked his hand into the top of my hair, yanking it back, exposing my neck. His other hand curved around the front of my neck. Unfortunately, in that hand, he had a knife. He slid the knife across my neck up the side of my face. “I’d hate to have to hurt her or cause any permanent damage to this pretty face.”
 
   I squeezed my eyes closed, bracing myself for the moment his knife penetrated my skin. With each centimeter it slid along my skin, he pressed harder…deeper. I cataloged his movements.
 
   Cheek.
 
   Below my ear.
 
   The underside of my jaw.
 
   I wanted to scream, but my lungs constricted, preventing me from inhaling one molecule of air. I bit the inside of my bottom lip so hard the copper taste of blood flowed through my mouth. And then it happened…the sharp point of the knife bit into the side of my neck and a warm liquid trickled down my skin.
 
   A piercing scream echoed through the room, and it took me a few seconds to realize it came from my mouth. Ice ripped through my muscles and my heart froze in my chest. It took every ounce of control to suck in another breath.
 
   “What the fuck! You promised not to hurt her,” Evan screamed, his voice cracking, but I didn’t open my eyes. I didn’t need to see his stricken face. I already had a shitstorm of emotions racing through my mind without adding his fear to mine. I was going to die…maybe not today, but soon. The Vargas Cartel had no intention of letting me live.
 
   “I think you understand how serious this is now. Maybe you’ll figure out how to make the wheels of justice churn a little faster,” Ignacio warned. His voice vibrated through my body, as he withdrew the knife and stepped back.
 
   “That’s enough,” Ryker said. I smelled his spicy, sea salt scent as he leaned over and shut off the computer monitor. The noise from the video conference halted mid-shouts. “We’re done here. Everyone needs to leave.”
 
   Distantly, I heard the shuffle of feet as they exited the room, but I still refused to open my eyes. My brain was fuzzy with fragmented thoughts and racing fears. I wanted to go to sleep and wake up when I had my life back, and if that never happened, I didn’t want to wake up at all.
 
   When the heavy door slammed, I slumped down in the chair and opened my eyes. Everything was out of focus, coated with a dreamlike haze. Nothing seemed real. I couldn’t comprehend how my vacation to Mexico had ended with me as a hostage.
 
   Ryker crouched in front of me. “How do you feel?” 
 
   Not able to talk, I meekly shook my head.
 
   He lifted my hand and held two fingers on the inside of my wrist, checking my pulse. “Shit,” he murmured. “You need to lie down.”
 
   In one swift movement, he lifted me out of the chair, cradling me against his body. Like human chains, I wrapped my arms around his neck as though he was my one and only lifeline, and everything would fall apart if I let go. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   One. 
 
   Two. 
 
   Three. 
 
   Four turns and Ryker halted in front of a door at the end of the hallway in the villa. He pushed it open and kicked it closed behind us. Maneuvering through the large room, he carried me with ease. Instead of white walls and dull concrete floors like my prison cell, the room danced with vibrant color—warm terra cotta floor tiles, honeyed wood furniture, a black and red Aztec looking coverlet neatly folded at the bottom of a creamy duvet. Bright photographs of Mayan villages hung in a block of nine on the heavily textured wall above the headboard. A lamp molded from a twisted wooden branch casted a yellow glow over the room.
 
   He sat me down on the bed, and my eyes drifted lazily over the room absorbing the details. “Where are we?”
 
   “My room.”
 
   I shivered. “Why?”
 
   He didn’t answer. “Get under the covers and warm up.”
 
   I glanced at my hands. Blood stained my fingertips. My eyes widened, and I thought I’d be sick. On a good day, the sight of blood made me lightheaded, but today it was so much worse. I didn’t have my usual armor. I’d been stripped bare by the events of the past week and the past hour. “Oh my God,” I breathed as I leaned against the mountain of pillows on his bed.
 
   Ryker sat next to me on the bed. “Are you going to be sick?” he asked slowly.
 
   I closed my eyes and took deep breaths. “No,” I whispered, not opening my eyes. “I don’t like blood.”
 
   “Shh,” he said, taking the hem of my dress and lifting it.
 
   “Get away from me,” I yelled, swatting my hands at him like a loose helicopter rotor system. Whatever calm I felt in his arms melted when I saw my blood. Ignacio Vargas, Ryker’s dad, had sliced my neck. I gasped for breath repeatedly, but my lungs forcibly repelled the air. It was like someone had stuffed a ball of plastic wrap in my mouth, slowly but inexorably suffocating me.
 
   “Calm down,” he said, restraining my arms.
 
   “Calm down!” I screamed. “How am I supposed to calm down? I’m being held captive by a band of deranged murderers, one of which sliced open my neck and threatened to kill me.” He snorted, and my eyes popped open. Summoning every inch of fiery anger from every corner of my soul, I glared at him.
 
   “Nobody is going to kill you.”
 
   “Don’t lie to me.”
 
   “I’m not lying. Ignacio is first and foremost a businessman. He’d sell you into the sex trade before he’d kill you.”
 
   My mouth hung open, and my hands dropped onto the mattress like limp noodles. “I’d rather die.” I had read the stories. Being sold into the sex trade was a death sentence, albeit a long, torturous one where I’d become a shell of myself before I took my final breath. 
 
   “Good thing you won’t have to make that choice in the near future.” Without an explanation, he picked me up again and carried me to the bathroom adjoining his room. My sandals fell off my feet as he dumped me in the shower, still fully dressed.
 
   Cold, then hot water beat against my skin. Joining me in the partially enclosed shower, he stripped my soaked dress over my head and scrubbed every inch of my skin. I stood there, unmoving and trembling from his touch and the tsunami of emotions assaulting my brain. His hands moved in efficient, asexual strokes, coating every inch of my skin in a thin veil of white foam. Then, he moved me under the spray of hot water again.
 
   With tightly closed eyes, I tipped my head to the ceiling wishing I could follow the water down the drain and get the hell out of this place. “I want to go home. I want my life back. Is that too much to ask?” I whispered, more to myself than Ryker.
 
   “No.” He turned off the water and wrapped a big, white terry cloth robe around my body, directing my arms into the oversized sleeves.
 
   Again, he lifted me and placed me on the edge of the countertop. Using a white washcloth, he gently cleaned the laceration on my neck. “It’s not too deep,” he whispered, his face only inches from neck. His warm breath licked the side of my face, making me too aware of his proximity. “It won’t leave a scar.”
 
   I scanned every feature of his face, studying him as though he were a single cell organism under a microscope. Searching for what? A flaw? Kindness? Redemption? I didn’t know. I didn’t find any clues or secrets hidden in the details of his flawlessly sculpted face. He had one of those faces where if I separated any feature from the whole, it wouldn’t be perfect, but together they were a study in rugged, masculine perfection.
 
   Water marred his starched white linen shirt making it transparent, hinting at the muscles my hands freely explored over a week ago. His almost black hair brushed the collar of his shirt. The sleeves of his shirt were rolled to his elbow, exposing his golden and thickly muscled forearms. As usual, dark stubble highlighted the chiseled angles of his face, and my mind taunted me with the memory of it abrading my neck as he devoured me. And in that stretch of time, with Ryker tending to my injury, I felt like a rare rose blossoming under his attention. My lips twitched at the silly analogy.
 
   He slipped a long elegant finger underneath my chin. “What are you thinking?” 
 
   I blinked repeatedly as though the motion would somehow scrub away the dangerous direction of my thoughts. “How I’d kill for a spa day,” I lied. But what was one more lie between abductor and abductee? He didn’t need to know my mind was freefalling into Stockholm syndrome.
 
   “When in doubt, choose the massage over the facial.” He didn’t make eye contact as he smeared an ointment on my cut. I flinched, and his gray eyes snapped to mine.
 
   “Does your girlfriend agree with you?” What was wrong with me? Did I really go there? Yes, I went there. I mentally bitch slapped myself. I didn’t care if he had a girlfriend. I didn’t care if he had a whole harem chained in the dungeon of this villa or wherever he spent the bulk of his time.
 
   Ryker’s hands stilled, and he lifted one dark eyebrow, a hundred questions dangling from the tip of his tongue. “My girlfriend?” he said dryly as he smoothed a few butterfly bandages on my neck.
 
   “Yes. You know what one of those are, don’t you?” 
 
   “Hm.” He trailed his finger along my neck, to my collarbone. His eyes flickered to mine as he slid the top of my robe down my shoulder. Goosebumps scattered across my skin, but I didn’t budge. I didn’t take a single breath. I couldn’t.
 
   “What are you doing?” My voice was strangled.
 
   His eyes never leaving mine, he ran two fingers down my exposed shoulder and along the side of my breast. “Touching you,” he admitted, his voice soft, his hands drawing circles on my needy skin.
 
   I liked it. It made me feel alive as I teetered on the cliff of madness. I closed my eyes and bit my lip to stifle any sound that might betray my thoughts. I pictured his touch like a flame and myself like a piece of paper reduced to ashes under the pads of his very capable fingers. Not good. I searched my mind for any remnants of hatred or repulsion, but his touch must have turned those emotions to ash too.
 
   His breath hovered near the tip of my breast and…what the fuck? My nipples pebbled. If he touched me, I’d explode. Air escaped my mouth in uneven, jagged pants, and I didn’t know whether it was from arousal, fear, self-loathing, or just an all-around mind fuck.
 
   Then, he did it. He captured the tip of my nipple with his mouth as he shoved the robe off my other shoulder. I expelled a long, guttural breath and my back arched of its own volition. I was like a stupid zebra offering my heart to the lion for a Sunday afternoon snack by the water hole. I blamed my reaction on temporary insanity brought on by extreme stress. 
 
   “Do you like this?” he asked as his mouth shifted to my other nipple and drew the peak into his mouth with a hard suck. And reminiscent of the last time he touched me, both pleasure and pain swirled together creating something bigger…better. “Do you want me to continue?”
 
   My brain scrambled to process his question, but it came up empty. I should’ve been focused on a plan of escape, but Ryker’s attentions didn’t leave room for plotting. Instead, I concentrated on the heat of his mouth, branding my sensitive flesh, speculating what his mouth would feel like pressed on other parts of my body.
 
   He parted my thighs and positioned himself between them. I should’ve pushed him away, but I spread them further, rolling out the welcome mat. Come and get me. I’m so stupid.
 
   His hand slid from my breast all the way down my stomach, hovering, teasing, and waiting for I didn’t know what. Then, I remembered I never answered his question, and I wouldn’t. I’d never give voice to my lust for him. Never.
 
   One of my hands found his shoulder and the other circled his wrist, sliding it lower. He resisted, and I felt like dying. And then his eyes caught mine, holding me hostage. “Answer,” he murmured, his finger dipping less than an inch lower.
 
   I shook my head. “I can’t say it.” My eyes pleaded with him, locking us in a silent tug of war. Eyes flashed. Lips curled. No other words were exchanged. He refused to give me what I wanted, and I refused to give him what he wanted. I would have rather burned up in flames than surrendered the last sliver of my dignity to him.
 
   Just when I convinced myself he’d leave me unfulfilled, he dropped to his knees, and I whimpered realizing exactly what he planned to do. His tongue grazed the length of my slick entrance and a surge of forbidden electricity ripped through my body. “Oh,” I moaned as my head fell forward. At that instant, my body welcomed the diversion he promised in his wicked gaze.
 
   He licked, nibbled, and everything between until I became a boneless, moaning version of myself I didn’t recognize. I pressed my eyes closed, so I didn’t have a visual to go with my body’s betrayal of my soul. I couldn’t explain why I let him—no, begged him to do this—but the words or desire to stop him evaded me, shimmering so far out of reach I had no choice but to surrender.
 
   Lost in the moment, I lifted my hips to encourage him. I started to slip off the counter, but his hands dug into my hips, shoving me back until my back hit the mirror. His finger circled my sex, and I clenched so tight the sugary bliss of pleasure spiraled through me, but it didn’t compare to the second when he closed his mouth over me again, stealing my very essence. My body no longer belonged to me. 
 
   Tremors cascaded down my spine, and any last ounce of willpower I possessed splintered into a million pieces. Desperate, I buried my hands in his hair, squirming toward him, making sure he didn’t renege on the promises he made with every indecent stroke of his tongue and flick of his skilled fingers. 
 
   Blood pounded through my head, and I forgot everything but the wildfire raging inside of me. Then, out of nowhere, he slid two fingers inside of me, and I came apart. My body shook with spasms of pleasure so deep that I felt it in my bones. Every time I thought it was over, another tremor rocked through me until I was utterly exhausted.
 
   And there it was…another orgasm courtesy of Ryker, my captor. My enemy. My tormentor. It didn’t take more than a few seconds for the guilt and self-loathing to swallow me. Unbidden, tears erupted from my eyes, and emotionally, I was right back where I started after Ignacio cut me; except now, everything was worse. Much worse.
 
   I inhaled, trying to pull giant mouthfuls of air into my lungs, but it felt as though a vise grip was slowly, inexorably tightening around my chest with every passing tick of the clock.
 
   “Nice work,” I snarled, shoving him away from me with wild, shaky hands. I stuffed my arms through the discarded robe, squeezing it closed at the base of my neck as though it were a bulletproof vest, sheltering the last pieces of my dignity from his eyes.
 
   He wiped the tears from my face with the palm of his hand, and at any other time, with any other guy, I might have believed the gesture was thoughtful…romantic even. The little I knew of Ryker told me there was a far simpler answer. Most likely, he didn’t appreciate the inconvenience of my tears.
 
   “Work?” he questioned, his voice deceptively soft, his gray eyes mesmerizing.
 
   “Yeah, like the night at the bar you used sex to distract me.” My body trembled from the overwhelming emotions poisoning my mind and body.
 
   “Did it work?”
 
   With those words, he destroyed me. Silence would have been better than that. My flash of angry rebellion melted into pathetic sobs. I dropped my head to my chest, and my arms circled my body, trying to hold the shattered pieces of my soul together. I’d rather he sliced me with a knife over and over than use sexual warfare as his weapon of choice. “I think I’m going to be sick.”
 
   Without hesitation, he wrapped his arms around me, comforting me, and I let him. Slowly, he rocked me back and forth for I didn’t know how many agonizing seconds, then carried me once again to his bed.
 
   The minute my body touched the mattress, I curled into a ball, a limp effigy of my former self. I closed my eyes, shutting out the world around me and welcoming the darkness whispering my name.
 
   The mattress dipped under Ryker’s weight as he stretched out beside me. I braced for his touch, but it never happened. Gratitude and disappointment collided inside of my heart, confusing me even more. I funneled my anger toward him, tossing silent accusations in his direction from the safety of my cocooned mind and shuttered eyes. And yet, he didn’t notice. Like a seductive menace, he lazed next to me, unmoved and uncaring, his very presence stealing my air and safety.
 
   “Sleep,” he said after few minutes, his voice hypnotic in its intensity, musical in its beauty. “You need to rest.”
 
   Minutes stretched into an hour or more as I drifted in the world somewhere between sleep and wakefulness, neither state fully claiming me, because I was too busy drowning in the murky waters of regret and self-loathing. A life preserver couldn’t save me at this point. I’d need a coast guard fleet.
 
   Then, it started.
 
   Feather soft touches along my face.
 
   Whispered fingertips along my arms.
 
   A soft humming.
 
   And, like magic, oblivion claimed me.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   A draft of cool air roamed over my skin when the blanket lifted from my body. Instantly alert, I cracked one eyelid. Moonlight filtered into the room, casting eerie shadows on the stucco walls. 
 
   Ryker lifted his shirt over his head and dropped it on the floor, revealing smooth, golden skin. Funny, I had sex with Ryker, but I never saw him naked. I didn’t even know if he had hair on his chest. He didn’t. He had a faint line of hair starting beneath his navel and disappearing under the waistband of his swim trunks. Apparently, he planned to go swimming and leave me in his room.
 
   I closed my eyes again, partly because I didn’t want him to realize I was awake, and partly because I wanted to shut him out of my mind and my life. His feet shuffled over the floor, and then I finally heard the sound I was waiting for…the click of the door. I was alone in his bedroom.
 
   I stalled for several long minutes to see if he’d return. The deafening silence of the room and villa echoed unnaturally in my ears. In fact, I could almost hear the tropical wind as it caressed the trees outside the window. Cautiously, I sat up, taking in the luxurious surroundings. I hardly noticed them when Ryker carried me here hours ago, but their warmth seemed strangely out of place given what little I knew of the Vargas Cartel. For some reason, I thought the decorations should reflect the ruthless nature of its inhabitants.
 
   I ran my hand over the cut on my neck. It still throbbed, but less than when it happened. And that was a blessing, because I intended to seize my moment of freedom and disappear into the night.
 
   Tightening my robe around my waist, I walked to the bathroom in search of my shoes and my dress. I scooped up the wet, shredded dress from the tile floor, and I slipped on my sandals. I shuddered envisioning roaming the wilderness wearing it. I’d prefer being stark naked. I ripped a strip of material from the hem, balled up the dress, and tossed it in the direction of the trashcan under the floating travertine countertop.
 
   Using the torn fabric, I crafted a headband to keep my hair out of my eyes. Normally, I liked the way my long bangs framed my face, but I needed to see every detail if I planned to outthink and outrun Ryker and his band of merry murderers.
 
   Stalking back into the bedroom, I flung open Ryker’s dresser drawer, tossing clothes on the floor until I found something suitable to wear. I slipped on a plain, black t-shirt and a pair of gym shorts with a drawstring. As much as I hated to take anything linking me to him, I’d wear Ryker’s clothes if it meant I’d have a chance to escape. And that faint spicy, sea salt scent lingering on his clothes could go fuck itself.
 
   Once I had clothes to wear, I searched the entire contents of his dresser looking for a weapon. Not finding anything in his dresser, I moved to his nightstand. Except for a lone Bible, the nightstand was empty. The irony of finding a Bible in his nightstand didn’t escape me.
 
   Maybe Ryker spent his nights confessing his lengthy list of sins as he recited verses of forgiveness. Momentarily defeated, I sat down on the bed. I needed something useful. My mind rattled through the options: a knife, a bat, a metal closet rod—and then I remembered my dad kept a gun tucked in the side rails of his bed frame. 
 
   Sliding to the floor on all fours, I ran my hand along the side of the mattress. Bingo. Cautiously, I pulled the gun from its hiding place. A Glock 26. I pumped my free arm in the air. Thank you, Dad, for making me take a gun safety course before I went to college. 
 
   Clenching the gun in one hand, I pointed the barrel toward the corner, making sure to keep my finger away from the trigger guard. I didn’t need to shoot myself in the foot. Ryker would probably let me bleed to death. I pressed the magazine release button and pulled out the magazine. Yes. It was my lucky day. The gun was loaded. I slid the magazine back into the gun and stood up. Showtime.
 
   With as little noise as possible, I turned the doorknob, and inch-by-painfully-slow-inch I cracked the door open. When I didn’t hear anything, I slipped out the door with my back pressed to the wall.
 
   The plaster walls were humid and sticky, sweating against my skin and clothes as I slunk through the hallway. My ears strained, processing and interpreting every creak, shift, and murmur in the otherwise unnaturally silent villa.
 
   Then, I heard hushed voices. At least two men hovered near the end of the hallway, speaking Spanish. Not for the first time, I cursed myself for not continuing with my Spanish classes after high school. I closed my eyes concentrating on the words, but they blurred together. I heard Senator Deveron’s name and the word hijo, which meant son. Other than that, I couldn’t decipher anything.
 
   I tried to keep my breathing slow and quiet, but my heart had a mind of its own. It thudded wildly in my chest, and my mind flew through my options. None of them were good. I could sneak back into Ryker’s room and let fate take its course, or I could wait until the men relocated to another room…or found me. Ryker’s words about Ignacio being a businessman first and selling me into the sex trade floated through my mind, and I shivered. Fuck no. I couldn’t stay here. I had a chance to escape, and I needed to seize it with both hands.
 
   Pointing the gun toward the end of the hall, I remained flush against the wall. Sweat coated my hairline, and my entire body shook so hard, I had to support the gun with both hands to keep it steady. Time crawled, and just when I thought my heart fully intended to burst in my chest, the voices faded then disappeared entirely. My feet whispered down the corridor, simulating a delicate ballet prance.
 
   One step.
 
   Two more steps.
 
   Five steps.
 
   I counted every step, feeding off the power and control each one offered.
 
   When I reached the end of the hall, I peeked around the corner. Empty. Thank God. Finally, some luck had flipped in my favor. I didn’t hesitate for one more second. Leading with my gun, I tiptoed into the vaulted living room.
 
   My eyes skated over the large, overstuffed white sofa, the rattan chairs, and finally, the long wall of glass doors at the back of the room. There it was…freedom, dangling less than fifty feet in front of me. I could do this. I could really escape. 
 
   The thought injected adrenaline into my previously sluggish veins. I ran, hoping, praying, and pleading with every stride that the doors weren’t connected to an alarm system—and if they were, that some overworked soul had forgotten to set it. My sandaled feet slapped against the tiled floor, echoing off the voluminous beamed ceiling.
 
   My momentum nearly propelled me into the wall of glass, but at the last minute, my foot clipped a chair leg. I lost my footing and fell to my knees. My head snapped forward, and my teeth collided with the tip of my tongue. The distinct copper taste of blood flavored my mouth. 
 
   Shit.
 
   Shit.
 
   Shit.
 
   Afraid to move, afraid to breathe, my eyes tracked the shadows through the room waiting for someone to find me. Long minutes had passed before I had enough courage to rise to my feet. This time I didn’t rush it. I twisted the lock to the right as slow as possible to minimize the sound. When I heard a click, I expelled every last molecule of air from my lungs and pushed the door open.
 
   I didn’t wait for the alarm or any other sign of life from the villa. I ran, not even bothering to close the door behind me. Almost immediately, sultry jungle air wrapped around my skin like a wet blanket, strangling my chest and weighing down my steps. 
 
   Twigs snapped under my feet, the dense foliage scraped my skin, and rocks infiltrated the hard soles of my sandals. Without the benefit of any light from the villa, I could barely see five feet in front of me, but I didn’t hesitate. For the first time in over a week, I was free, and I refused to stop running until I’d put a couple miles between the villa and me.
 
   At home, I jogged eight- to ten-minute miles every other day, but that was in a park with paved pathways and relatively linear routes. Given the rough terrain, I needed to run at least thirty minutes before I slowed to a walk. That might give me the lead I needed to find a town or someplace with a phone.
 
   What seemed like an eternity of cuts, scrapes, and one nearly twisted ankle later, my body rebelled, refusing to continue for one more second. With my lungs burning and my chest heaving, I stopped, bending at the waist, cursing my need for water. My throat was so dry I could hardly swallow. 
 
   Stupid.
 
   Fucking stupid.
 
   Beyond fucking stupid.
 
   Disbelief ricocheted through me. I hadn’t bothered with any supplies except a gun. I couldn’t exactly drink the bullets. Silently, I cursed my dad for not forcing me to take a wilderness survival course in addition to the gun safety class. With my limited knowledge of the area, I’d be lucky if I ever found a road, much less one that led to somewhere other than the depths of this godforsaken jungle. Most likely, I’d wander further and further into the jungle until I collapsed dead from exhaustion, and whatever wildlife frequented this area would eventually pick my bones clean. I shuddered as I imagined rotting away in the jungle.
 
   I rested on a nearby rock and surveyed my surroundings. What was that phrase my dad always used? Work smarter not harder. Yep, that was it. It was exactly what I needed to do. Now that I had put some distance between the villa and myself, I needed to open my eyes, take in my surrounding, and plan my escape.
 
   Complaining wouldn’t get me anywhere. My stomach rumbled, my mouth resembled cotton, my feet throbbed, and my eyelids weighed a thousand pounds. So what? I was free. 
 
   Squinting, I tried to scout a landmark or trail leading anywhere but back to the villa. I didn’t see much of anything except dark shadows and more trees and underbrush. But then, I heard a noise. It sounded like the low hum of a convoy of trucks or other motorized vehicles.
 
   My body froze. For a few beats, the frantic pounding of my heart muffled whatever I thought I heard, but it didn’t last long. The hum of vehicles turned into a muted roar, drowning out the sounds of the night and my thundering heart. I tried to convince myself my mind was playing a trick on me, but that didn’t last longer than a few seconds. The faint glow of headlights in the distance lit up the inky black sky. I counted them.
 
   One set.
 
   Two sets.
 
   Three sets.
 
   Four sets.
 
   Hunger, thirst, and tiredness forgotten, I sprinted in the opposite direction of the lights, eating up the terrain one giant stride at a time. I didn’t know if the convoy had anything to do with the Vargas Cartel, but I immediately dismissed the idea of waiting around until I figured it out.
 
   The ground was slippery beneath my feet. Branches whipped my face, probably leaving marks, but cuts and scratches healed, and they wouldn’t kill me. On the other hand, the Vargas Cartel or any other criminal element roaming the jungle in the dead of the night might do exactly that. I suspected Ignacio’s little slice along my neck would be tame in comparison to what would happen if they captured me again.
 
   Not more than ten or so minutes later, I tripped over an exposed tree root, and I flew face first into the dirt. Every inch of my body ached, and bone-deep shooting pains radiated through my ankle. I wiggled it. Holy shit. I bit back a scream. It killed. I wasn’t going anywhere tonight unless I crawled on all fours, and even then, I wouldn’t get far. During the fall, tiny rocks had torn the skin of my knees and palms. 
 
   I rolled to my side and cradled my body against a tree trunk. Dirt and leaves coated my skin, and as I closed my eyes, I said a little prayer that it would be enough camouflage to conceal me for a while. 
 
   I needed to rest for a few minutes….
 
   Maybe an hour.


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   My eyes fluttered open briefly and then closed again. I was hot. No, hot didn’t adequately describe it. I kicked off the damp sheet smothering my body and flipped onto my stomach, but the position didn’t reduce my discomfort.
 
   My body vibrated with pain. My stomach felt empty, and my eyes were dry and gritty. I groaned, rolling onto my back again, not opening my eyes.
 
   “Are you in pain?”
 
   I shot up in the bed, instantly awake. I scanned the room, but nothing looked familiar. Transparent netting hung from the ceiling, enclosing the bed in a haze of billowing white material. Bright light poured in through the open windows, and shadows of palm trees danced along the light yellow plaster walls. It looked like it was still morning, but I couldn’t be sure.
 
   And then I saw him. “Ryker?” The words came out strained and barely recognizable to my own ears.
 
   He stood up from a dark brown wooden bench beside the bed and pushed aside the netting. His eyes scrutinized every inch of my body. “You should sleep longer,” he finally said.
 
   I shook my head, trying to remember how I ended up here. I remembered falling in the jungle and deciding to rest. I suppose I fell asleep instead. “How?” My voice cracked.
 
   “I found you.”
 
   I didn’t respond. Instead, my mind circled repeatedly, chasing down my lost memories. I had a vague impression of being in the back seat of a jeep-like vehicle. The sky was just starting to transform from black to gray as my body rolled from side to side with each jarring bump, but beyond that…I didn’t remember anything. I nodded. “Where am I?” The rudimentary furniture didn’t resemble anything I’d seen in the villa, and the room had a window, so I wasn’t in another windowless prison cell on the villa grounds.
 
   He ignored my question and sat on the bed next to my hip. I scrambled away, but his hand came down hard on my thigh, stopping my retreat. Heat rushed through me, and goose bumps erupted on my leg despite my determination to remain unaffected by him. No. Not again.
 
   His eyes dropped to my leg, and he smiled a lush, upward curve of his lips. My breath caught in my throat. His touch wasn’t particularly predatory or sexual, but my body didn’t get the message. Alert and standing at attention, my body wanted him even as my mind screamed a loud, resounding, no fucking way.
 
   “Are you thirsty?”
 
   I wanted to tell him no, but I was so thirsty and hungry I caved. I nodded. “And hungry.”
 
   A lazy grin floated across his lips, and my treasonous heart fluttered with mischief. “Good. Breakfast should arrive in a few minutes.” His hand roamed down my leg to my knee and then my foot. Red lashes and purples bruises blanketed my legs from my knees to my feet. “You didn’t answer my question. Are you in pain?”
 
   “I’ll live,” I said, snatching my foot out of his hand. His touch scrambled my brain and turned my thoughts inside out. “Well, maybe not now that you found me,” I amended with a shrug of one of my shoulders. “Are you going to kill me? Punish me?”
 
   His eyebrows lifted, but he didn’t respond because someone with less than perfect timing knocked on the door. I wanted to know what he planned to do to me. 
 
   “That’s your breakfast.” He stood up, but after few steps, he paused with his hand on the doorknob. “You can scream or say whatever you want when I open the door. It won’t matter. This bed and breakfast is under the protection of the Vargas Cartel.”
 
   I scrambled out of the bed. “And what does that mean?”
 
   “That they exist because we let them exist.” My blank look didn’t escape his notice. “The owners of the bed and breakfast pay the Vargas Cartel a monthly quota or tax to ensure their business isn’t disturbed. The owners won’t jeopardize the arrangement to save some random American girl.” 
 
   “Like in the old movies about Al Capone where businesses had to pay for protection from the mafia.”
 
   “Exactly. The Vargas Cartel taxes bars, discos, and hundreds of other small businesses.” Ryker shrugged. “It makes the businesses complicit in the crime network and secures the cartel’s territory.”
 
   I folded my arms across my chest, as my optimism of finding help dwindled with every word that left Ryker’s mouth. “How did you explain showing up last night with an unconscious woman, or is that a normal occurrence for you?”
 
   He glanced over his shoulder. “I told them you’re my girlfriend.”
 
   “Asshole,” I mumbled under my breath, but my insult didn’t faze him. He chuckled as he opened the door.
 
   “Ricardo. Buenas tardes,” Ryker said when he opened the door. “Gracias por complaciente mi novia y yo.”
 
   “¡Por supuesto!”
 
   ”Look, Hattie. He brought you food,” Ryker said, glancing over his shoulder before he returned his attention to Ricardo. “Gracias.”
 
   The man smiled at me, a wide welcoming smile, displaying a gold-capped front tooth. “Su novio es hermosa.”
 
   “Si, gracias.”
 
   Ryker pivoted to me again. “Say thank you to Ricardo.” 
 
   “Why?”
 
   “He said you’re beautiful.”
 
   I folded my arms across my chest. “I guess he’s into the dirty, unkempt look.” 
 
   “You look fine. I cleaned you up last night.”
 
   I gawked at Ricardo. He had a huge smile on his face. He probably thought he’d earned a lifetime of favors by accommodating the son of the head of the Vargas Cartel and his girlfriend. “Gracias,” I muttered, trying to smile, but I think it came out more like a grimace given the look on his face.
 
   Ryker handed me the tray of food. “Will this work?”
 
   “I prefer a lighter breakfast, but it will work.” It was a lie. I’d eat my hand if I had to, but I hated accepting anything from him, even if I was desperate. 
 
   Ryker raised one eyebrow. “Lighter?” he questioned.
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t know. I usually eat yogurt with chia seeds and fresh fruit.”
 
   “I don’t think they have that,” he snapped before accompanying Ricardo out of the room, closing the door behind him. 
 
   The room didn’t have a table, so I sat down on the bed and surveyed the food—eggs, toast, ham, and freshly squeezed orange juice. It would do just fine.
 
   By the time Ryker returned, I had scraped my plate clean. As he sat next to me on the bed, I kept my eyes lowered, staring at my bare plate and empty glass like the answer to the universe would be found somewhere in the crumbs or film of orange liquid coating the bottom of my glass. 
 
   He held out a bottle of water. “Here,” he said. “You’re probably still thirsty.”
 
   I nodded my thanks but never met his eyes. My unease vibrated through the room, taking on a life of its own. So many issues dangled in the air: my escape, my capture, my future, but most disconcerting was the fact that I practically begged him to touch me again. All of it hung around my neck like a noose waiting for the right moment to squeeze the life out of me.
 
   As my mind raced, his cold, gray eyes never looked away. I squirmed under his knowing stare. I considered what he saw. I questioned what he was thinking. I wondered what he planned to do with me. I debated what happened to the gun I stole from his room. I couldn’t take the silence any longer. “Why don’t you have an accent?” I finally said, blurting out the first inane thought that entered my head.
 
   “My mother is an American. I lived with her during the school year, and I lived with Ignacio during the summer.”
 
   “They weren’t married?” I asked, fidgeting with my hands.
 
   “No.” He didn’t elaborate.
 
   “What about your brother? Where did he live?”
 
   “With Ignacio and his wife. We don’t have the same mother.”
 
   “Oh. Where does your mom live?”
 
   “Connecticut now, but New York when I was younger.”
 
   “How did they meet?” I didn’t have a clue why I wanted to ask these questions. Maybe I wanted to avoid heavier topics. Maybe I hated the charged silence, or maybe I wanted to know something about the man who repeatedly frayed my self-control and inspired my hate and lust in equal measure.
 
   “At a photo shoot at a hotel owned by Dad’s family. My mom was a model. He saw her, and the rest was history. She fell in love. He had a wife. He refused to leave her.”
 
   “Even when she got pregnant?” I shouldn’t have continued the interrogation. It wasn’t my business.
 
   He paused, not answering for a prolonged second. “She gave him an ultimatum and he let her walk.”
 
   “Oh.” 
 
   “Is that enough personal information for you?”
 
   “Sorry.” My eyes shot up. The minute my eyes met his, I was sorry I didn’t have more control over my body. He held his stubborn jaw on an angle, and his faint smile parted his deceptively seductive mouth, exposing a hint of his white teeth. He was shockingly handsome, and the fact that I even noticed at a time when my life was dangling from a thread unsettled me more than I wanted to admit.
 
   “Am I making you uncomfortable?”
 
   “No,” I said glaring at him, battling every disconcerting emotion with every last bit of willpower I had buried in the depths of my soul.
 
   “Now, that’s a lie if I’ve ever heard one.” Before I had the opportunity to move, two of his surprisingly gentle fingertips brushed across my mouth, and I tensed, refusing to allow my body to respond. Despite my intentions, the heat of his touch spread like an inferno through my body, and I wanted to move away. I really did, but I didn’t do a thing.
 
   He bent his head toward mine until less than an inch remained between our foreheads. For some reason, the lingering distance was more lethal than if our skin actually made contact. Maybe it was the anticipation of his touch, or that his steely gray eyes were mesmerizing. I couldn’t explain it, but his mere presence paralyzed me.
 
   He slid the handmade headband from my hair, dropping it on the bed. “Better,” he whispered, his eyes searching mine. “I like the way your hair frames your face.”
 
   I swallowed hard, trapped in the prison of his too watchful eyes.
 
   “What are you afraid of? What do you think is going to happen right now?” His forehead finally brushed mine, and I held my breath. 
 
   Do not breathe.
 
   Do not breathe. 
 
   Ignore him.
 
   Ignore his tantalizing scent.
 
   Ignore his hypnotic eyes.
 
   Ignore the sound of his voice.
 
   “Do you think I’m going to take advantage of you?” 
 
   His dark velvet voice meandered down my spine, and I tensed my muscles, hoping to fend off my reaction. “I wouldn’t be surprised. You have a track record of doing exactly that.” I tried to sound indifferent. I even accompanied my words with an exaggerated eye roll, but the words had a mind of their own. They came out wobbly and unconvincing.
 
   “Are you sure about that?”
 
   “Yes, and you know it. You take advantage of me whenever you sense even the faintest hint of vulnerability.”
 
   “Are you telling me you’re vulnerable right now?”
 
   I pressed the palm of my hand against his chest, trying to maintain even a small fragment of space. He was too close. Too overwhelming. Too imposing. Too heart-stopping. Too everything.
 
   “Why are you doing this? You don’t want me. This is about finishing the job…getting that precious pardon for your brother. You’re just trying to…” I fisted the fabric of his shirt in hand, twisting it, madly searching for the magic words to combat him. “I don’t know,” I whispered.
 
   “Trying to what? Kiss you? Kill you? Seduce you? Make you forget?” he said in his signature low, rugged voice that never failed to melt me from the inside out.
 
   “All of the above. I don’t know anymore. I’m confused. You confuse me. Whatever this is between us confuses me,” I admitted. The minute the words fell out of my mouth, I groaned. But that didn’t stop my body from drifting toward him like a magnet, unable to resist his lure. What was wrong with me?
 
   A spine-tingling smile burst across his face, and I practically tasted my capitulation, both bitter and sweet as it coated my tongue. From the smirk on his face, he realized it too. Evidently, when it came to Ryker, I was Pavlov’s dog responding every time he rang that fucking bell. No matter his tactics, no matter how much he annoyed me, no matter if he planned to kill me, I surrendered every time he summoned me.
 
   “Stop fighting me. You know you don’t want to.”
 
   He was a snake charmer. Didn’t he realize I couldn’t fight him? I shook my head, rejecting him, but he realized it was symbolic in nature, not an actual rejection. My eyes fluttered closed, embracing my defeat. He’d spun the web, and I was his willing victim, tangled in his silky prison.
 
   The minute his lips grazed mine, my body came alive, and I fought back with the only weapon I had—my body. I became the aggressor. My mouth opened, searching, demanding, raiding, and he let me in. In an instant, his tongue slid against mine, and I sucked, bit, and took everything he offered and more, because he’d already stolen everything from me. 
 
   He gave just as good as he got, battling me with his mouth and hands, taking what he wanted and giving only what he wanted. He fought dirty, and within seconds, a hunger unlike anything I’d ever felt blazed through every cell in my body.
 
   “I hate you,” I said against his mouth, even as my hands pulled him closer. It was the truth. I hated that I failed to say no to him. I hated that he’d hijacked my life. But most of all, I hated that he made me feel more alive than Evan ever had. Even when our relationship was shiny and new, I’d never experienced the raw, white-knuckling desperation I felt with Ryker. For Ryker.
 
   “I know,” he responded, his eyes stormy and urgent like thunderstorms gathering on the edge of the horizon. He shoved me onto my back, and his body followed, hovering over me, watching me, challenging me, and I fought.
 
   Wrapping my legs around his waist, I arched into him. “I wish I never met you.” My hands slipped under the hem of his shirt, gliding over the chiseled peaks and valleys of his sculpted chest. As much as I wanted to touch him, I wanted to hurt him. I raked my nails down his chest, but he didn’t flinch. He didn’t even blink. Fucker.
 
   “I know.” His mouth moved to my neck and goose bumps scattered down my arms. Why did my body betray me time and time again with Ryker?
 
   I rocked against him, one hand fisted in his hair, and the other yanked on the front of his shirt. I would rather spontaneously combust than ask him for anything, but my body literally ached for more contact, more of him. Mercifully, he understood me, moving against me with punishing force. 
 
   I didn’t know how long we continued our twisted game…battling each other, manipulating each other. As hard as I pushed, he’d push back, not taking it any further than he wanted. Instead, we were like two hamsters going round and round…kissing, licking, touching, and grinding against each other, over and over, replay after replay, but nothing more.
 
   Control.
 
   Dominance.
 
   Superiority.
 
   You name it; we battled for it. Instead of using weapons, we used our mouths, our hands, our bodies, and our minds…until fire licked my hyper-sensitized flesh and every nerve ending prickled with both pleasure and pain.
 
   Frustration mushroomed inside of me, bit by bit, second by second. A freefall of rioting and contradictory emotions crossed swords inside my mind. My ability to think logically failed, splintering like a paper-thin piece of wood. I was self-destructing under his assault.
 
   Frantic to shift the pendulum in my direction, I tore at his belt buckle, my hands shaky from the fog of lust coloring my common sense—and that’s when everything stopped.
 
   In a split second, he jerked my hands above my head and pinned them against the headboard. His hands were like rings of iron, imprisoning me. He bent his head next to my ear, his warm breath, whispering against the side of my face. “No more, Hattie. This is over,” he said. The words felt like a slap across my face.
 
   “No.” I didn’t recognize my voice. It resembled a primitive battle cry more than a protest. “It’s not over until I say it’s over.” 
 
   “No, that’s where you’re wrong. This is my game, my world. You only win what I want to give. Nothing more.”
 
   My lust exploded in a burst of volcanic rage. I kicked and bucked and everything in between, but he was stronger, easily overpowering me. Strings of curses and taunts fell like poison from my lips.
 
   His hand cupped my mouth, smothering my rants. I bit his hand, breaking the skin, but he didn’t cave. Fuck, he didn’t even flinch. “Stop this. This is hard for me too. I don’t want to keep fighting with you, but I will.”
 
   His eyes raked over my face with equal parts anger and violence. I believed him. He’d won. Accepting defeat, my muscles uncoiled one by one and he lifted his hand from my mouth. I sucked in giant gasps of air trying to expunge Ryker’s mind games. Beat by beat my heart slowed to a normal rhythm.
 
   “Take a shower and clean yourself up. I have a few things to do before we head back to the villa.”
 
   “If you don’t want to deal with me, why did you come after me? You should’ve left me in the jungle. We both know I never would’ve made it out of there alive.” Even to my ears, I sound lost. Shattered. Broken.
 
   “You’re the leverage to secure my brother’s release.” He shifted his body and sat up on the edge of the bed, his face turned away from me. “I’ll be back in fifteen minutes. Be dressed and ready.”
 
   “My clothes are dirty.” I don’t understand why I said it. What I did or didn’t wear was inconsequential.
 
   “There’s a change of clothes in the bathroom along with a few other toiletries.” He stalked toward the door, his hands buried deep in his pockets.
 
   “I don’t want anything from you.” I lied. 
 
   “Good thing I found the gun you stole from my room. I wouldn’t want you to be burdened with it either.”
 
   I hurled a pillow in his direction, but it caught in netting and fell unceremoniously to the floor. “I’m not doing anything you want, not a fucking thing.”
 
   “Just shower and put on the clothes. We can argue about what you do and don’t want later.” The door slammed, reverberating through the room. All my strength depleted, I sagged under the weight of my situation.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Numb…that’s how I felt when I slipped on a pair of too short jean shorts and a too large t-shirt. The lukewarm shower water had stung every inch of my bruised and battered skin, and as I stared into the peeling mirror, I didn’t recognize the woman staring back at me.
 
   Purple circles stained the skin under my bloodshot eyes. Red scratches marred my right cheekbone, and three butterfly bandages dotted the length of my neck. I looked like serious arm candy…just as Ricardo said. A bitter laugh escaped my mouth, startling me.
 
   Expelling a monster breath, I exited the bathroom. I expected to find Ryker waiting for me, but he wasn’t in the room. The hum of a car idling outside my window caught my attention. Maybe Ryker already left, and he planned to meet me outside.
 
   I walked toward the open window. The rusted, three decade-old blue sedan was empty. Before I could second-guess my actions, I placed both of my hands on the window frame and threw one leg over the windowsill. For a few ticks of time that felt like an eternity; my body straddled the windowsill as my mind weighed my options, relentlessly analyzing my next move.
 
   To hell with Ryker. I was leaving. I climbed out the window, hanging from the ledge before I jumped. My swollen ankle screamed, but I kept moving. Within seconds, I sat behind the wheel of the car. I didn’t waste time. I shoved the gear into drive and slammed my foot on the gas pedal so hard I thought it might crash through the rusted metal floorboard.
 
   Clouds of brown dust rolled upward behind the car as I drove over the gravel road. I wasn’t delusional. Ryker would realize I had run again within minutes, if not seconds, but the thought didn’t stop me. If Ryker wanted me, he had to work for it. Sure, he’d probably find me and punish me, but I refused to rollover and accept my fate—not when I still had viable options.
 
   Palm tree canopies shaded the road. Green vines snaked up the tree trunks. Hints of the startling cerulean sky penetrated the green miasma. I couldn’t see a damn thing, but the road had to lead me somewhere, so I kept driving. The rough dirt road combined with the never-ending twists and turns forced me to proceed slower than I wanted.
 
   Second after second, the tires ate up the dirt road until I no longer saw the bed and breakfast in the rear view mirror. The invisible chain links around my body snapped one by one and my breath evened out. Holy shit. I was doing it. I was going to beat Ryker and the entire Vargas Cartel with only my mind and a rusted out blue sedan. I didn’t have a gun, but I had a car.
 
   With one hand on the steering wheel, I popped the center console, searching for a map or anything that steered me back to civilization. Blindly, I emptied the contents on the seat next to me.
 
   An empty pack of gum.
 
   A few used tissues.
 
   A pen.
 
   A phone charger.
 
   Nothing…
 
   Leaning to the side, while keeping my eyes trained on the road, I opened the glove box, and my heart slammed against the walls of my chest. A cell phone. It was old…the kind with a flip front and barely-existent screen, but as long as it worked long enough to call a number or two, I didn’t care.
 
   My hands shaking, I opened the phone and dialed my dad’s number plus the international code from memory. My dad didn’t participate in the video conference yesterday, but I still thought he was my best option. 
 
   With every ring, my heart climbed the walls of my chest.
 
   One ring.
 
   Two rings.
 
   “Come on…pick up.” I squeezed the phone tighter and tighter.
 
   Three rings.
 
   “Dad, answer your fucking phone,” I screamed as I white-knuckled the steering wheel with my free hand.
 
   Four rings.
 
   “Beep.”
 
   “No,” I yelled. 
 
   “You’ve reached Richard Covington’s voicemail, please leave a message.”
 
   “Dad, it’s Hattie. Where are you? I need you. I’m lost. I don’t know where I am.” I started to disconnect the call and then I stopped. “Call me on this number,” I added, hoping the number showed up on his missed calls list.
 
   I disconnected the phone call. 
 
   My mind cataloged the people I could call. Vera. My mom. My brother. Evan. My mom and brother would be useless. Vera never answered calls from unknown numbers. That left Evan. I wavered a few seconds before I decided to call him, but in the end, I did it. 
 
   The waiting started once more. 
 
   One ring.
 
   “Hello.”
 
   “Evan,” I whispered. His name rolled off my lips like a benediction. A prayer. Even though I still hated him, he symbolized home and my life before Ryker unhinged everything I knew and believed about my life and myself. Evan cheating on me seemed like an inconsequential hiccup in comparison to my current problems.
 
   “Hattie, baby, is that you?”
 
   Stunned that he answered the phone, I nodded my head, forgetting he couldn’t see me. 
 
   “Hattie?” he repeated louder. “Can you hear me?”
 
   “Yes, it’s me.”
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   Fragmented thoughts tumbled from my mouth. “I don’t know. I ran. I got lost. He found me. There was a bed and breakfast. We fought. Why does he do that? There was a car. I stole it, and now I’m driving somewhere. I don’t know where.”
 
   “What? Hattie, you need to calm down and explain.”
 
   I slowed to a stop and surveyed my surroundings. The road dead-ended twenty feet in front of me at a small terra cotta colored cottage with a thatched roof and a light blue front door. Uneven gray stones were stacked on either side of the cottage, forming a rudimentary fence. Brightly colored clothes hung from a string between two wooden posts.
 
   “Oh shit,” I murmured. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m at someone’s house.”
 
   “Don’t go in,” Evan warned, but his words sounded faded and distant as reality slapped me across the face. 
 
   I fled the bed and breakfast on the one road that was a dead end. No wonder Ryker didn’t run after me. I couldn’t go anywhere except back to the bed and breakfast, or I could get out and run aimlessly through the jungle again, because I couldn’t drive the car through the dense foliage. 
 
   “I’m fucked.” The words were a pained whisper ripped straight from my pulverized soul. Defeat churned savagely in my stomach, and I started to cry. I was so sick of crying. “I thought I won. I can’t believe this. I can’t get away from him, and every time I see him I crumble.”
 
   “Who are you talking about?” Evan yelled, and I jerked in reaction to his harsh tone. I’d almost forgotten he was on the phone.
 
   “Him.” I shoved my sweaty hair out my eyes. “Oh God, Evan, I don’t understand how he does it. He touches me, and I try to fight it, but he overwhelms me and I cave. I’m weak. Hopelessly pathetic. Something is wrong with me…so wrong.” My voice fractured on the last word.
 
   “Hattie, you’re scaring me. What are you talking about?”
 
   “He’s corrupted me. I don’t even know who I am anymore,” I said, my voice sounding dead to my ears. My head dropped to the steering wheel and disjointed sobs streamed out of my mouth one after another. 
 
   “Listen to me, Hattie. I will find you. I promise. I’m sorry I hurt you. I will do whatever it takes to get you home safely, and then we’ll start over. Believe me, I will never let you go again. It’s you and me forever.”
 
   I wanted to believe him. I wanted my safe, predictable life so much I could practically taste it. Even more, I wanted the life I thought I had before Evan shattered it into a million pieces. “Please, Evan,” I pleaded. “I need to go home. I can’t stand this. I’m so confused.”
 
   “Listen to me. I’m coming for you. I will find you. I will bring you home, and then we’ll start over. Together we’ll create a new life until we’ve erased all of this shit with bigger, better, and more meaningful memories.”
 
   “Oh God, Evan, I don’t know if it’s possible. I’m so fucked up. This is so fucked up.”
 
   “No,” Evan shouted through the phone. “Don’t you dare give up on me or us, not even for a second. You have to believe you’ll make it out of there.”
 
   “I can’t promise anything. I don’t think he’ll ever let me go home again. I think he’s playing me, breaking me until I’m nothing.”
 
   “No, Hattie, don’t give up. You’re strong. I’m strong. We’ll get through this. I just need you to promise me one thing.”
 
   “What?” I whispered, wiping the waterfall of tears from my face with the back of my knuckles.
 
   “That when I find you, you’ll give me a chance to make things right between us, and we’ll be together again. It’ll be just like old times. You’ll see.”
 
   My mind screamed at me to reject him. How could I promise him a second chance when my fate dangled from a fraying rope? When my body wanted Ryker? But that’s exactly what I did. “Okay. If I ever find my way back, I’ll try to give you that.” I sniffed, lifting my head from the steering wheel, and that’s when I saw him. Ryker stood next to the open driver’s window with his arms folded across his chest.
 
   Clumsy from fear, the phone slid out of my hand, and I screamed as the driver’s side door flung open.
 
   “Get out, now.” It wasn’t his appearance that made him so intimidating. It was the way he carried himself…with the grace of a jaguar. The ancient Mayans, who inhabited this area long before the Europeans arrived, believed their kings and nobles were descended from a jaguar. And when I looked at Ryker, I believed it. He had velvet black hair, flinty predator eyes—watchful yet indifferent—and the sleek grace replicating the legends of the mythical jaguar.
 
   “Screw you,” I hissed through my locked teeth. I shook my head defiantly, but my strength withered under the intensity of his stony, gray gaze. Evan’s voice echoed through the static-filled phone cradled between my legs, but the frenzied pounding of my heart drowned out his words.
 
   Ryker picked up the phone and smashed it against the side of the car, then tossed it back into my lap. Before I could complain, he coiled his hand around my arm, yanking me out of the car with ease. My oversized t-shirt slipped from my shoulder, leaving the top of my breast exposed as he pulled me through the open car door. “Fucking hell,” he said, shoving my t-shirt back up my shoulder. “Tell me who you were talking to.”
 
   “No one.” I refused to make eye contact with him. Eye contact was bad. His eyes had a way of sucking all my hard fought defiance from my tattered soul.
 
   “Look at me.” He grabbed my chin and forced me to look at him. The fine hair on my nape stood on end. “Tell me,” he said with a honeyed menace that chilled me to the bone.
 
   I closed my eyes. The silence stretched, heavy and judgmental, as he waited for me to obey. Slowly, like a gathering storm, tremors erupted in my legs, moving to my torso and then my arms. Within sixty seconds, my entire body shook with rage, fear, and dread. I fisted my hands in my shirt to regain control over my body, but it didn’t help. My sanity dangled from a gossamer thread, and my chest heaved in hysterical gasps.
 
   Ryker tightened his grip on my arm until his fingernails bit into the bruises and scratches covering my skin. “Hattie, I can’t protect you unless I know everything.”
 
   I pried my eyes open, and my lips contorted with disgust. “Protect me? You’re not protecting me. Every time you touch me, you rip me into a thousand pieces that I can never put back together. I’m broken. You broke me.” Panic-stricken sobs tumbled from my mouth. My ears rang with the insanity, pulsing like poison through my veins.
 
   “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Then, why don’t you share what you think you know? Help me to understand,” I begged incoherently as I pounded my fists repeatedly against his unyielding chest.
 
   He captured my hands and returned them to my sides. “The less you know, the better,” he said as he stroked his thumbs back and forth over the inside of my wrists.
 
   “I won’t tell anyone. I promise. If I understand what’s going on, I won’t try to run again. I’ll do whatever you ask. Trust me.”
 
   “Hattie.” His powerful body crowded me, maneuvering me backward until my tailbone pressed into the car. “Don’t try to play me. You won’t win.” He shook his head. “Your life would be so much easier if you stopped fighting me. Haven’t you learned anything yet?” he added tenderly.
 
   Tenderness from him was dangerous. I’d seen it over and over. Any time he’d shown me mercy, I tumbled into a deeper, darker hole. Suffocating under his gaze, I wrenched my hand between our bodies and drew several sticky, damp breaths into my heaving lungs. Each molecule of air glued the pieces of my fragmented willpower back together. “Apparently not,” I finally said when the ringing in my ears muted. 
 
   “Nothing is the way it seems. There are layers upon layers of things going on here. This isn’t just about you. Remember that, and you’ll be fine.” The words fell from his mouth—low, malicious, and tainted with muddy secrets.
 
   Already teetering on the knife-edge of control, his words shoved me over the cliff and into a never-ending abyss. Fury raged through me…hot, wild, and unhinged. A red fog tainted my vision. I wanted to kill Ryker, piece-by-piece, limb-by-limb, until he embodied the physical manifestation of my ragged mental state. I didn’t care if I ever breathed another breath as long as I experienced the satisfaction of wounding him.
 
   Revenge burned through my veins. I thought I’d spontaneously combust at any second. In one fluid movement, I lifted my knee and rammed it into his groin as my hand propelled toward his face, aiming for his eye. I missed his eye, but his knees buckled when I connected with his groin.
 
   I didn’t waste one second to study the aftermath of my burst of sudden psychosis. I darted into the jungle, trudging through green undergrowth twisting up my bare legs with every step. I wasn’t stupid. He’d catch me and punish me, or worse, but I refused to become his docile pet until he discarded me however he or Ignacio deemed appropriate. Fuck that. Fuck him and his fucking layers.
 
   With every hard-fought step, stifling, humid heat coated my skin like a wet shroud. Right then, I promised if I ever made it out of this godforsaken jungle alive, I’d never step foot out of America again. Dirt smeared my legs, and green streaks stained my clothes, but that was the least of my worries.
 
   Ryker’s footsteps echoed behind me, strong and steady, closing the distance between us with every stride. Branches snapped under my feet, and hundreds of insect legs crawled over my skin, but I didn’t give up. I’d force him to struggle for every inch he gained in our battle of wills, until bone weary exhaustion haunted both of us.
 
   Not long had passed and he was less than an arm’s length away. I lunged forward putting all my strength into a singular crowning push, but he moved too quickly. Within seconds, his unyielding arms shackled my waist like thick bands of iron. The front of his body cradled my back in a simulated lover’s embrace, injecting a feverous bolt of lust directly into my heart. Damn him. Damn me. Damn this godforsaken bug infested jungle. Damn my life.
 
   He pressed his mouth against my ear and shivers cascaded down my damp skin. “Are you done now? How many times are we going to play this game of hide and seek?”
 
   “Until I win,” I said through panting breaths, heat already spiraling down my body straight to the apex of my thighs.
 
   He yanked my body even closer to him and his mouth curled into what I imagined would resemble a wickedly sensual smile to the casual observer. I couldn’t see it, but I felt it on the side of my face. “Hattie, baby, it’s not going to happen. Wave the white flag and save both of us some time.” His voice was smoky and dark, and it both tempted and repelled me. 
 
   Seething at him and myself, I opened my mouth and closed it at least two times, before I responded. “I guess we’re destined to keep playing this game, because I won’t give in until I’m dead or free.” The strength of my words stiffened my spine, and I arched away from him.
 
   “You don’t mean that,” came his velvety response as he wrenched my hips against his pelvis again. His hips rolled against mine in a scandalously erotic movement, and I whimpered, loving and hating the heat percolating between my legs from nothing more than a roll of his hips and the sound of his voice. 
 
   “No. Please don’t.” My control fractured second by second, breath by breath, with every brush of his hands and flex of his hips. “Let me go,” I screamed. My fingers clawed at his arms and my hair whipped around my face as I frantically shook my head from side to side. I needed to get away from him before I did something really stupid like beg him to touch me again. I was one flex of his hips away from becoming his plaything. “You make me sick.” I couldn’t show him how much he affected me. The repercussions were unthinkable.
 
   “Liar.” In one unexpected movement, he pushed my shorts and panties down my legs and shoved me to my knees. Dirt dug into my scabbed over knees. I tried to stand up or crawl forward, but it was pointless. Ryker had one arm around my waist, imprisoning me.
 
   “This is my game, Hattie, and until I let you go, I own you.” His hand burrowed under my shirt and dove under the constraints of my suddenly too tight bra. I arched my back and pressed against the erection already straining against his zipper. 
 
   “You’ve ruined my life,” I screamed as lust flowed like lava through my body.
 
   Manhandling me, he rolled one of my nipples between his thumb and index finger and then pinched the over-sensitized tip. “No, your life was ruined long before you met me.” He growled next to my ear like the predatory jaguar I’d imagined him to be minutes earlier. “I’m the first honest voice in your life.” He clutched my hips tight, rocking them mercilessly against his erection. My anger melted into intoxicated desire.
 
   “No, you’re a bastard. I don’t want anything to do with you.” As the dishonest words spilled from my mouth, I cursed the traitorous throbbing sensation roaring unchecked through my nerve endings, connecting them in an intricate web of desire. His fingertip glided the entire length of my entrance back and forth and around and around, teasing me, massaging me. Moans and groans tumbled unbidden from my mouth, saying more about my sick, conflicted need for him than words ever could.
 
   “Your mouth lies even as your body screams the truth.” He slid one finger inside my pulsing sex, and my hips undulated, blooming like a flower under the warm afternoon sun. My body didn’t lie. I wanted him.
 
   “No,” I said, but the word sounded more like a greedy moan than a protest. My mind had already escaped the confines of my head, flying high on the endorphins pumping through my veins. I pushed my ass against his hands, needing more than his finger. I craved the feel of him inside of me again. I’d only had him once, and alcohol clouded the memory. I needed to know if being with him was as good as I remembered, and if it wasn’t, maybe I’d stop wanting him.
 
   “You sure about that?” he questioned as he plunged another finger inside of me and then pulled it out, smearing my wetness along the outside of my sex.
 
   “I can’t—I don’t know,” I stammered, the haze of my desire obscuring my vision, shifting my focus inward.
 
   “Yes or no? Do you want to feel me inside you again?” He growled, his voice rough and uncultivated. A tremor of unease coiled low in my belly, stopping me from answering, my body already told him everything he needed to know. I couldn’t verbalize the treason splintering my soul. 
 
   His free hand fumbled with his belt buckle. Within seconds, his hard cock slid against my entrance, burning the last dangling thread of my inhibitions. Trembling with desire, I pushed back against him, thirsting for the rapture promised in every taunting twitch and slippery slide of his cock.
 
   “Answer me.” A cracking sound echoed through my ears as his open palm made contact with my ass. Air exploded out of my lungs and my body shook with disbelief.
 
   “What the fuck?” I screamed, more from confusion than discomfort, as I dove forward, scrambling on my hands and knees away from him. 
 
   He lurched forward, easily capturing me before I managed to put more than a few inches between us. His fingers bit into the tender skin around my hips, so tight and punishing, he’d probably add more bruises to the black, blue, and red collage on my tattered body.
 
   “Yes or no?” he repeated, sliding inside of me barely an inch before pulling out again. 
 
   I gasped as a jolt of pure, mind-numbing bliss boomeranged through the walls of my aching sex. Ryker played my body like Evan couldn’t have dreamed of doing, and it simultaneously made me want to kill him and have sex with him. “You can’t make me answer you. This is your fucking game. Play it. Show me what you’ve got. What’s your next move, Ryker?” 
 
   His hand shot under my shirt, and he twisted my nipple, almost as though he wanted to discipline me for my defiance, or tear the words he wanted to hear from my body. Unfortunately, it only made me greedier…wetter.
 
   “Play your role. I’m playing mine,” he shot back, his voice vibrating like a lover’s caress along my heated, hyper-sensitive skin. He slid the tip of his cock along my sex, never penetrating, just back and forth. With each delicious stroke, my mind buckled under the weight of my mounting desire. Awash in a madness and hunger unlike anything I’d ever experienced, any remaining decency and morality dissolved into nothingness. My future withered like a grape on a vine. I didn’t care what happened to me anymore. I didn’t care if he ever let me go. I just wanted him…inside me, around me, all over me right now. I could debate the consequences later. 
 
   “Then, fuck me. That’s what this is about, right? You want to control me, bend me to your will. Do it.”
 
   He didn’t move for one strung out second, and my mind tilted with horror. Was this another one of his mind fucks? Make me mindless with need—then walk away? My stomach flipped. White-hot fury tumbled with my desire, creating a whirlwind of rioting emotions.
 
   “Is that a yes?” he snapped.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He didn’t wait more than a second. He pushed inside, possessing me with one bone-jarring thrust. For a dizzying beat of time, I couldn’t move. I couldn’t think. I tried to catch my breath as my mind wrapped around his invasion.
 
   “Move,” I hissed through my teeth when I gathered my shattered wits.
 
   He grunted in acknowledgment, and the vibrations rolled one after another from his body to mine as though I were an extension of him. “I like it when you’re greedy.”
 
   I didn’t want to answer, because right then he pulled out and thrust into me again. A prism of fireworks erupted behind my eyelids. I bit my lip trying to stifle my greedy moan, but it was too loud, and he felt too good. Hiding from reality wasn’t an option.
 
   “Did you miss this?”
 
   “I can’t miss something I only had once.” It was a lie. I missed it. I wanted it. I craved it. My hips rocked back to meet his.
 
   “Is that your way of asking me for more?” he taunted.
 
   “Fuck you. I still hate you.”
 
   “That would make everything easier if it were true.” He moved harder, faster, and my control frayed. The crude sound of our grunts and slapping skin bounced off the trees, magnifying them. Small ripples of pleasure danced through my body just out of reach, haunting me, mocking me.
 
   Wildly seeking my release, I grinded against him. He bent over my back until his breath whispered along the fine hairs of my neck, fanning the flames of my arousal. Moans and whimpers collided, bending and twisting into a coordinated symphony of destruction. With every thrust, he moved deeper and deeper, pounding into me relentlessly. I rode the sharp edge between heaven and hell, and I was sure I’d die if I didn’t come soon. I struggled against the tide of lust, toying with the idea of denying myself, but it was too much. He was too much. Some fucked up twist of fate and chemistry made me hunger for him like no other.
 
   “Are you ready? Do you want to come?” he whispered next to my ear through heavy pants.
 
   Instead of answering, I moaned, nodding my head and silently praying it would be enough. He slowed his thrusts until he stopped moving and then he slid out of me. I wanted to rip my hair out. The ripples turned into tremors and then my whole body shook, craving my release like a seasoned junkie on a desperate hunt for my next fix. “Please,” I said, my voice a shattered plea. “You can’t stop yet. I need this. I need you.” Holy shit…it was the truth. I couldn’t lie. Decorum and ethics had long disappeared from the forefront of my mind.
 
   The instant the plea fell from my perfidious mouth, he slammed inside my weeping sex in one punishing thrust that set my body ablaze as though he had never left. 
 
   “Move...damn you,” I said, the endorphins clouding my brain and making it impossible to think clearly.
 
   He chuckled, and if I didn’t need him so badly, I would’ve clawed his eyes out. 
 
   Without missing a beat, he angled his hips, hitting the perfect spot repeatedly in a wickedly flawless rhythm. Fire and ice, love and hate, whipped through my veins. I shattered into a million unrecognizable pieces with his name bleeding from my lips and soul. Within seconds, I felt him come, wet and hard inside me, igniting another round of soul-stealing mini shocks in my core.
 
   Angry, sated, and depleted, I collapsed onto my stomach, not even bothering to put on my shorts. Ryker won, and I lost…again. Tears stung the corner of my eyes, but I refused to set them free. They were pointless. An hour ago, I promised I’d give Evan another chance, and now I lay on the decomposing jungle floor with Ryker’s come leaking from my body, staining the earth with my pathetic surrender. I didn’t have a clue how to move forward. My mind plummeted into oblivion.
 
   “Shit. Shit. Shit.” I screamed, stupidity knotting my stomach when I realized I hadn’t taken my birth control pill since the night I met Ryker—not that I had the opportunity. Disgust and self-loathing slithered down my spine, swallowing me in its murky embrace. I welcomed it.
 
   Ryker didn’t say a word. Not that I expected anything else. I heard the shuffle and slide of his clothes as he dressed. Distantly, I wished it was as easy for me to put myself back together again. I felt weak. Defeated. I wanted to die. Maybe he’d leave me to rot in the underbrush. I didn’t think I’d care. I closed my eyes and silently prayed everything would disappear. My promise to fight Ryker had gone up in flames. The rational part of my brain told me to scrape my body off the ground and move on…persevere. I cursed my rational brain to hell. Unfortunately, Ryker sided with my brain.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   “Hattie.” Ryker’s hushed voice raked like hot coals over my skin.
 
   “Hattie,” he repeated. “Get up. We need to go.”
 
   I shook my head, leaves tangling in the strands of my hair, the smell of dirt coating my nose hairs and my chapped lips. “Leave me here,” I moaned. “Just go away. I’m done.”
 
   He dragged me up by my shoulders, clamped his hand over my mouth and shoved my jean shorts into my gut. “Put on your shorts and don’t say a word. Now is not the time,” he hissed, scarcely a breath of air.
 
   “Fuck you,” I screamed through the confines of his hand.
 
   “Shut up. Do you want to be killed?” 
 
   “Do it. Kill me. I don’t care.”
 
   “Yes, you do.” He slowly hauled me backward, his fingers cutting into my skin. I dug my heels into the dirt and strained for a nearby tree branch. He snatched my hand from the air, twisting it behind my back. “The Chechen tree is poisonous,” he whispered. “Unless you want to spend the next few days in bed with a rash, I wouldn’t recommend touching it.”
 
   He pulled a gun from the holster on his belt, aiming it in front of our fused bodies. Then, I spotted them…four men moving in the shadows of the trees like the four horseman of the apocalypse. They were dressed in black with red handkerchiefs concealing the lower half of their faces. AK-47-type assault weapons hung over their shoulders, and bullets draped across their bodies like morbid jewelry. Step by step, they closed in on us from every angle, strangling any possibility of escape. 
 
   “Well, if it isn’t the prodigal son. I heard you were back, but I didn’t believe it,” one man said in a thick accent.
 
   “Dario, long time, no see.” Ryker shoved me behind his back. I clutched his black leather belt, refusing to let go of him. “Can’t say I missed you.”
 
   “She’s a pretty one. That was a nice performance the two of you put on,” Dario said, waving his gun at me, his mercenary eyes sliding over my body. “Maybe we could pass her around. Take turns.” I closed my eyes, burying my head in the middle of Ryker’s back. Numb with impending horror, blood roared through my ears and my breath came in quick, short pants. I wanted to scream, but I didn’t have enough air in my lungs to do anything but whimper.
 
   “What do you want?” Ryker said.
 
   “I’m here to take care of unfinished business.”
 
   “What unfinished business are we talking about?” Ryker sounded cool and undaunted, and not even vaguely curious, but his muscles coiled into knots next to my hands. 
 
   Dario chuckled and shook his head. “Rever’s out of the picture, but even if he wasn’t, it wouldn’t change the future. With all his addiction problems, he can’t lead the Vargas Cartel.”
 
   “Not my problem.” Ryker said.
 
   “Maybe not, but the cartel is dying. Somebody needs to take control. I’m going to be that person.”
 
   “And you think a coup is the answer?”
 
   Dario cocked his head to the side. “It doesn’t have to be a coup. I’m going to take control of the cartel assets and territories, and consolidate the power behind me. I will systematically force Ignacio to accept me as the future of the cartel.”
 
   “It’ll never happen. You’re a second rate hack. You don’t have what it takes to run a fruit stand much less the Vargas Cartel.”
 
   Dario scoffed. “You’re wrong. Unlike Rever, I’ve moved steadily up the ranks, working as a lookout, record keeper, plaza boss…and now it’s my turn to be the head of the cartel. Do you think you can swoop in and take control like you didn’t abandon us years ago to sell your soul to the highest bidder?” Dario took a half a step forward, his gun pointed at the dead center of Ryker’s chest. 
 
   “I had my reasons for leaving, none of which are your business.”
 
   Dario shrugged. “You’re right. As long as you’re a good boy and disappear again, I don’t give a shit about your reasons.” Dario held out his hand. “It’s four to one. You’re outnumbered. You won’t win this time. Hand me the gun and make this easy. I don’t want to kill you. Ignacio won’t like that, but I will.” 
 
   Ryker paused. Tension buzzed in the air, swirling around us like a category five hurricane. “No. Not happening.”
 
   Dario took another step forward. “You can hand me the gun and live another day, or you can die now, and the animals can pick at your carcass until you’re unrecognizable. It’s your choice.”
 
   “Back the fuck up and leave. You’re involving yourself in things you don’t understand.” With his gun trained on Dario, Ryker wrapped his arm around my neck and pulled my ear next to his face. “Gun. Ankle,” he whispered before shoving me by the top of my head to the ground.
 
   Dario laughed coldly, and ice crystallized inside of my veins, freezing my hand on Ryker’s ankle. “No, you’re the one who doesn’t understand what’s going on here.”
 
   Ryker pressed his leg into my hand, and I inched my hand up the inside of his pant leg never taking my eyes off Dario. I didn’t understand why Ryker trusted me with a gun, but the mere fact that he did told me we were in a world of shit. 
 
   Ryker waved his gun. “Dario, what do you want? What’s really going on here?” 
 
   “This is my territory now,” Dario spat, waving his gun from side to side. 
 
   “Oh really? When did that happen?” Ryker’s voice sounded deceivingly nonchalant, but from the short time I’d spent with Ryker, I knew he was waiting for the right instant to strike.
 
   When I had the heavy metal grip of the gun in my hand, I released it from Ryker’s ankle holster. For a split second, I considered injuring Ryker, but then I’d be left with Dario and his murderous crew. Something told me they were infinitely worse than Ryker.
 
   “I’m staking a claim on this territory. It should have been mine from the beginning anyway,” Dario said, his dark eyebrows slashing downward, his eyes narrowing into dangerous slits. “Rever’s gone, and everyone realizes Ignacio won’t be around for long. I’m next in line, not you.”
 
   “Don’t you think you’re getting ahead of yourself?”
 
   Dario pulled the grungy handkerchief from his mouth, exposing the lower half of his face. A sinister scar ran the length of his jaw line. “All the more reason to strike while Ignacio is down,” Dario taunted.
 
   In one fluid movement, Ryker raised his gun and pulled the trigger. A small burst of air raced over my skin. Almost instantly, Dario’s body fell to the ground right next to me—his dead, lifeless eyes staring back at me, a bullet hole in the middle of his forehead. 
 
   Ryker charged forward, kicking one man in the knee, and a sickening crack vibrated through my ears as the man tumbled to the ground wailing in agony. Without pausing, Ryker swung his gun to the right, sending a volley of shots into the chest of another man. By the time he turned, the remaining gunman had a gun pressed to Ryker’s temple.
 
   “No,” I screamed, surging to my feet. My entire body trembled, and the gun nearly slipped from my clammy hands. I managed to hold it in front of me—my legs spread wide, two hands cupping the grip, and one finger hovering over the trigger. 
 
   The gunman’s eyes blazed like the fires of hell as he studied me. He wasn’t a tall or heavy man, maybe five foot six and a hundred and sixty pounds, but evil rolled off of him in dark, ominous waves, scorching my skin with their intensity.
 
   Time froze in a dreamlike haze as sweat trickled down the side of my face and dripped from my chin. My heart galloped erratically in my chest. It was now or never. If I didn’t shoot first, the gunman would kill Ryker, and I’d be next. I sucked in a deep breath, and an unnatural calm settled through my body, infecting my mind with lethal focus. 
 
   I can do this.
 
   I can do this.
 
   I can do this.
 
   My gun safety class freeze-framed in my mind. I pulled the gun slide back until I heard a bullet click inside the chamber. I aimed my gun at his chest. I inhaled and squeezed the trigger. The shot exploded from my gun, and I stumbled backward, tripping over a rock and tumbling to the ground. The bone-rattling impact caused the gun to fall out of my hand and skitter across the dirt.
 
   When I opened my eyes, I saw the clear blue sky with a dusting of white, fluffy clouds. My muscles aching with lactic acid and the toxic remnants of my adrenaline surge, I strained my neck to the side as vomit rushed from my mouth in a sickening swell.
 
   “Hattie?” Ryker crouched down next to me, an assault weapon dangling from his shoulder.
 
   “Is he dead?” I whispered, as tiny, unrestrained tremors tore through my muscles one after another. The world around me moved in waves…in and out and back again.
 
   “He will be in a few minutes.”
 
   I nodded instead of answering.
 
   “I don’t know if they were alone. We need to move.”
 
   “I don’t feel good,” I moaned, rolling to my side.
 
   He brushed the hair off my forehead, studying my face. “I know.” He held out his hand. “Ready?” No, I was too lightheaded to move, but staying put wasn’t a viable option. Besides, I’d walk for days to get away from the mass murder scene in front of me.
 
   I placed my hand in his. I didn’t have a choice. Ryker was a known quantity. I knew what he wanted, or at least I thought I did. On the other hand, the other men who might or might not be lying in wait in the shadows of the trees…I didn’t have a clue how they fit into the puzzle.
 
   “Don’t look,” he warned, forcibly redirecting my face when my eyes darted toward the man I’d shot. He acted a second too late. The gunman was sprawled out on the ground on his back, a perfectly circular pool of blood staining his shirt, slowly spilling onto the ground mixing with dirt. The tree behind him was splattered with blood, and his eyes were fixed open, glassy with the emptiness of death. 
 
   “Walk with me,” he murmured as he threaded his fingers through mine.
 
   He led me out of the jungle and toward the dirt road where I abandoned the car I’d stolen from the bed and breakfast. With each stride, ice settled inside my bones, and I squeezed Ryker’s hand tighter and tighter, strangling the circulation in his hand, but he didn’t complain.
 
   A tiny moan of despair escaped from my lips, and I shoved my fist into my mouth, digging my teeth into my flesh, trying to stop the fear from leaking out of me and draining all my strength. My reality kept turning and twisting until my old life faded from memory like a discolored, worn out photo. 
 
   Two hours ago, I hated Ryker, and I would have done anything to escape him. Now, I had tethered myself to him, never wanting to let go. He’d have to pry my cold, dead hand out of his clasp, because I refused to let him leave me anytime in the foreseeable future. He was my new obsession, my one remaining link to sanity in the insane world that had become my reality, and maybe that’s what he wanted all along. I didn’t care. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   “Shit,” Ryker muttered when we reached the car. He kicked the rear passenger door. “They slashed the tires.”
 
   “We could still try to drive it,” I insisted, wanting to get away from the scene of my crime as quickly as possible. I’d take solitary confinement in the relatively safe confines of the villa any day over being hunted by a mercenary band of defunct cartel members. 
 
   “Maybe on paved roads, but not on the dirt roads in the jungle.” Lines bracketed his normally sensual mouth.
 
   “We’re walking?”
 
   “Just back to the bed and breakfast if we’re lucky.” Ryker moved fast, practically dragging me down the dirt road by our entwined hands, but I didn’t hesitate. 
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   Ryker didn’t answer. He just shook his head.
 
   My stomach clenched. “Tell me,” I demanded. His silence scared me more than the truth. Mentally, I needed to prepare myself for the worst.
 
   “They probably slashed the car tires at the bed and breakfast too.”
 
   “So what? We’ll be stuck at the bed and breakfast until someone comes to get us.” I didn’t know who that someone would be…maybe Ignacio or one of the men under his command.
 
   “No. We can’t stay there for more than a few minutes. We need to keep moving.”
 
   A shudder flitted down my spine. “Can’t we call someone?”
 
   “I don’t have a phone.”
 
   “Why not?” I gaped.
 
   “I was in a hurry to leave yesterday. Remember?” he snapped.
 
   “So we’re just going to roam through the jungle until what? Somebody finds us?”
 
   “No. We’re not going to roam anywhere. We’re going to head in the direction of the villa.”
 
   “How far is the villa?”
 
   “Approximately fifteen miles. Maybe twenty.”
 
   “If we don’t have a car, we’ll never make it there before dark.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I don’t want to be stuck in the jungle tonight.” I hated admitting it, but the thought of sleeping on the dirt floor with bugs and snakes didn’t sound restful. I’d rather walk through the night.
 
   “What are you afraid of?”
 
   “Bugs and snakes,” I answered honestly.
 
   “Bugs and snakes are the least of our worries.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Shh,” he whispered. “We’re close.” He paused and I nearly slammed into his back. “We’re going to walk around to the back of the building, staying just inside the perimeter of the trees.”
 
   With extreme effort, I convinced myself everything would be fine, we’d find a car in relatively good condition, and we’d be back at the villa before sunset. A moment later, we were one hundred yards from the back of the bed and breakfast. It was quiet…unnaturally quiet.
 
   Ryker pointed to a tree stump. “Sit there. I’ll be back in ten minutes.”
 
   “Wait.” I clung to his hand. “I want to go with you.”
 
   “No.” He peeled his hand away from mine. “You’ll be safer here.”
 
   “No, I won’t,” I shot back, unwilling to relinquish his company for even a few minutes. I wasn’t going to be the stupid girl in a horror flick, hiding alone in plain sight despite common sense.
 
   Ryker slipped the gun from his ankle holster. “You already proved you know how to use it. Don’t hesitate. Shoot anyone you see and you’ll be fine. If I’m not back in twenty minutes, don’t come looking for me. Follow the road on the right side of the bed and breakfast.”
 
   “Where does it go?”
 
   “To a small village.”
 
   “Will you meet me there?”
 
   “No. If I don’t come back, I’m dead.”
 
   My mouth dropped open, and my stomach somersaulted…repeatedly. He was halfway to the back door of the bed and breakfast before I could think of a response, and even then it wasn’t much of one. I curled into a ball, my back to a tree, the gun resting on the top of my knees, and my hand on the trigger. 
 
   Regardless of what Ryker expected me to do, I refused to leave him here. If I heard one flicker of a struggle or a single gunshot, I was going in. I wouldn’t make it to the village or anywhere else without him. Now that he opened my eyes to the dangers of being alone, I couldn’t imagine stumbling into some random village, begging for help, shelter, food, or a phone. I didn’t speak Spanish beyond being able to ask for a beer or the bathroom.
 
   Minute after minute ticked by, and my blinks became longer and longer. The humid heat and sultry jungle breeze acted like my personal lullaby, and before I knew it, I fell asleep.
 
   I could scarcely open my eyes when warm, strong arms wrapped around my body. “So much for your future as a lookout,” Ryker said as he pulled my body against his chest. I should’ve objected, but I was too beaten down to do anything but bury my head next to his neck. 
 
   “The tires were slashed?” I whispered against his ear.
 
   His muscles tensed beneath my legs. “Yes.”
 
   “Damn…that sucks.” I lifted my head, but he didn’t look at me. He kept his eyes trained on the terrain in front of us. “What about the phone?”
 
   “The lines were severed.”
 
   “And Ricardo and his—”
 
   “Wife?”
 
   “Yeah. Are they okay?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Are they,” I closed my eyes and sucked in a breath. “Dead?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” A wave of regret slammed against my chest, thick and twisted like a wall of thorns crushing me, sucking the air from my lungs. This was my fault. All of it. From the moment I decided to go to Mexico with Vera instead of staying home and licking my wounded ego. Now countless men and at least one woman were dead because I refused to wait until Ignacio and Evan’s dad finalized some stupid diplomatic prisoner swap. I whimpered as seismic shock after seismic shock rocked though my tormented body. My vision tunneled, and for an instant I thought I’d faint. It was too much to absorb.
 
   Ryker froze mid-stride. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing.” 
 
   “Don’t lie to me.” He released my body, and my knees nearly buckled under my weight when I hit the ground. My feet throbbed from two days of running in leather-soled sandals. “Tell me.”
 
   “This is my fault.” I swallowed the nausea rumbling in my belly. “There were so many times I could’ve made a different decision and avoided this mess. I should’ve stayed home.” 
 
   “You really believe that?” Ryker raised one eyebrow and folded his arms across his chest, his muscles stretching the fabric of his shirt in thick, horizontal ribbons.
 
   “All these people are dead because of the stupid choices I made. I should’ve never come to Mexico. Then, I didn’t want to go to that bar where I met you, but I agreed because Vera wanted me to go. Finally, I tried to escape twice, and I didn’t even do that right.” I held up finger after finger until I finished my list of misdeeds and stupid decisions.
 
   Ryker looked away for a few excruciating beats before turning his steely gaze back to me. “What you did or didn’t do is irrelevant. Like I said, your future was sealed weeks before you made any of those decisions.”
 
   Squinting into the glare of the late afternoon sun, I threaded my hands through my hair and tugged at the roots. “Tell me what that means. You already said that. Tell me something new. I need to understand.”
 
   He shook his head slowly. “I can’t. Let’s go. We have to start walking.”
 
   “No,” I yelled, my blood pressure soaring as my heart worked overtime. “Not until you tell me something…anything.” He reached for my hand and yanked me toward him, but I stiffened my body, refusing to move. Granted, he could’ve taken off down the trail, and I would have followed him eventually. I didn’t want to spend one more second alone in this jungle. I’d never tell him that, however.
 
   He ran his hand along my cheek, and my skin tingled under the pads of his fingers. I backpedaled a few steps, but it wasn’t far enough. The intensity of his gaze and his tight grasp on my hand kept me firmly in his orbit, his magnetic gravity pulling on me, making me forget everything.
 
   “Hattie, we were coming for you regardless of where you were. Mexico, your parents’ house, your school campus…it didn’t matter. My job was to get you here. Your trip to Mexico simplified a few things, but in the end, you’d be here.”
 
   My tongue knotted, and I couldn’t form a response. The green walls of the jungle closed in on me, suffocating me inch by green inch, unraveling my sanity. My body swayed, and for a second I thought I’d collapse under the weight of my reality, but Ryker wrapped one arm around my shoulders and the other under my knees. Part of me wished he had let me fall, and god-willing, unconsciousness would have followed.
 
   “Let me carry you for a little while. Your feet are sore, and you look exhausted,” he said.
 
   Both were true, but most of all, my mind reeled with the implications of what he said. “Why me? There are plenty of daughters and sons of high profile politicians. A lot of them are more powerful than my dad or Senator Deveron.”
 
   “You’re who they wanted. Who they needed.”
 
   “Who are they? The Cartel?”
 
   He kissed the top of my head. “They’re everyone with something to lose if this doesn’t succeed. Politicians. Cartels. Businessmen. You fit all their requirements. End of story.” 
 
   I sucked in a deep breath and nodded, my heart shattering with doubts. I held my body rigid for a few seconds, but in the end I melted into his embrace, wrapping my arms around his neck. What more could I say? Why they picked me wasn’t important. I was here, and hopefully I’d find my way home in the not too distant future. 
 
   Ryker’s heart pounded sure and even next to my body, and I inhaled his scent, drawing his essence inside my lungs. For the first time in weeks, I felt like I had somebody on my side, looking out for my best interests, and protecting me…which was a dangerously delusional sentiment. He shoved a needle into my neck and abducted me. He told me I was just a job. He told me not to believe anything. But I didn’t care about any of that. I didn’t want to analyze the madness of my life any longer. I closed my eyes again, trusting Ryker to take care of me and grant me a few moments of comfort.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The horizon had swallowed the sun about ten minutes ago, and humidity coated my clothing. With each step, my feet pulsed with a bone-deep pain that vibrated up my legs. I missed the spongy comfort of my running shoes. I missed the air conditioning. I missed the comfort of my bed. I wanted a shower, but my desires or needs weren’t important. I kept putting one foot in front of the other, marching into oblivion, following Ryker through the heavily shadowed jungle. My head bowed; I studied the faintly visible contours of the path beneath my sandaled feet, trying to avoid the stones and twisted tree roots.
 
   Just when I accepted that Ryker planned to walk until the night had faded into the haze of the orange sunrise, he halted, and I slammed into his back.
 
   “Shh,” he whispered, glancing over his shoulder.
 
   Somewhere in the distance, I heard the faint hum of people talking and a baby crying. A flicker of fear raced down my rigid spine. I threaded my fingers through the belt loops on the back of his pants. “What is it?” I whispered next to his ear.
 
   “It’s the village.”
 
   “Is that a good thing?” My mind swirled with possibilities…both good and bad. I envisioned a cozy bed and a hot shower even though I realized both were implausible. On the flip side, I knew there was a real chance we could walk into a hostile village with more men like those we encountered earlier.
 
   “It could be,” Ryker answered. “Historically, the Vargas Cartel controlled this region, but I don’t know how far Dario’s influence extended.”
 
   “Dario’s influence?” I echoed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “I think Dario planned to launch an offensive against the Vargas Cartel, which means he had more than four supporters, especially since he was a plaza boss.”
 
   “What’s a plaza boss?” It sounded like an important position, but I didn’t know much about the hierarchy of a cartel.
 
   “A plaza boss is the lead representative for the cartel in a particular region or town. He ensures the safe passage of a cartel’s narcotics through the region, which includes making recurring bribe payments to Mexican law enforcement and local officials, and recruiting new members.”
 
   “So Dario would’ve had a lot of connections both in and outside of the Vargas Cartel.”
 
   “Exactly. Hopefully, he hadn’t allied himself with one of the other regional cartels.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because then we’d be sitting in the middle of a turf war, which means there could be plenty of cartel hired executioners, or sicarios, lurking around the area.”
 
   “Fuck,” I mumbled under my breath.
 
   “Those aren’t the only potential players either. Hold this.” Ryker handed me a gun. “We need to worry about the fuerzas autodefensas too.”
 
   “The what?”
 
   “Self-defense forces.” He laced his fingers through mine.
 
   “Who are they?” 
 
   “They’re a confederation of vigilantes that united a few years ago to fight back against the Cartels.” 
 
   “That sounds like a good thing.”
 
   “Not when you’re with me.”
 
   “Fuck,” I said again, but the word came out fractured as it vibrated over my suddenly dry vocal cords. My heart thundered against my ribcage, and acid burned my stomach. I’d always thought the political backbiting in D.C. was rough, but it didn’t compare to the complexity of stepping into the middle of a regional drug cartel war. Images of the unseen dangers creeping around me swarmed through my mind. I couldn’t believe I ran away from the villa. If I had even a fraction of this information, I wouldn’t have stepped foot outside of Ryker’s bedroom yesterday, much less ran out the back door of the villa. 
 
   Throughout my entire undergraduate and graduate career, I had been fascinated by the motivations of different political factions. None of their motivations or history seemed half as interesting or compelling once I found myself in the crosshairs of these competing factions. I didn’t give a shit what they wanted or why. I just wanted to be as far away as possible from them.
 
   “Stay behind me.” He pulled me forward step by step by our intertwined hands, but I didn’t want to go in the village anymore. I couldn’t even if I wanted to. My whole body tensed, muscle-by-muscle, ligament-by-ligament, bone-by-bone, rebelling against the invisible barrier marking the village ahead.
 
   “Let’s just keep walking. We’ll be fine. It can’t be that much longer.” I leaned backward, yanking my clammy hand from his grasp.
 
   Ryker reversed his course and turned to face me. His gray eyes narrowed and his nostrils flared. “Your feet are bleeding. You can hardly walk the twenty feet to the village, much less another couple hours. 
 
   “I won’t complain, and besides, all these people and groups are probably sleeping.” Shrugging, I stifled a yawn and backpedaled a few anemic steps. In a perfect world, I’d already be in bed, but my world was anything but perfect.
 
   “Mexico’s drug industry and the people caught in its web never sleep. Twenty-four hours a day, three hundred sixty-five days a year, new plants are harvested, turf wars are fought, hits are ordered, sicarios kill, smugglers carry loads, burros slip undetected across the border, and innocent lives are stolen for the crime of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. But if you want to keep going, we can.”
 
   “You’re trying to scare me.” He succeeded, but I didn’t want him to know that.
 
   In one seamless movement, he snatched my arm and pulled my body flush against his. My heart rapid fired, pounding wildly against his chest. “Dammit, Hattie. You should be scared. Don’t let go of my hand. Don’t contradict anything I say or do. You’re my wife. We live outside D.C. Our tour group left us behind. Neither of us speaks much Spanish. We need a place to rest for a few hours,” he said, his lips a hairsbreadth from mine, the electricity that always flowed between us bursting to life. 
 
   “No way,” I yelled before I could stop myself. “I’m not saying any of that.” The idea of creating some altered reality, linking me to Ryker on some level beyond the present, scared the shit out of me. He’d already stolen enough of me. I didn’t need further sins marking my soul, severing me from my former life and the second chance I had promised Evan. Jesus…was I really planning to run back to Evan after everything? I couldn’t even begin to answer that question. I couldn’t think past ten minutes, much less weeks or months into the future. I didn’t know whether I had a future to bargain with anyway.
 
   “Exactly. You won’t say anything. You’ll just nod as necessary.”
 
   “I can’t do it. I don’t like telling lies. It’s not right. Let’s just rest right here for an hour, and then we can move. ”
 
   He smiled, but it was frosty, and his gray eyes glittered with anger. “Haven’t you learned you need to listen to me if you want to survive?” He shrugged. “But if you’d prefer to wait here where someone could discover us and do god knows what, we can do that.”
 
   My eyes widened, and I sucked in a breath. “Maybe. I’m not sure.”
 
   His eyebrows lifted. “You make the choice. I thought you’d be more comfortable in the village, but maybe I misunderstood. If you can’t stand the idea of telling a few harmless lies, then we can take our chances out here with the snakes, the wildlife, and whoever else happens to wander by.”
 
   Crap. He was right. He called my bluff. I couldn’t walk any more today, and I needed to get off my feet. I balled my hands into fists. “Fine, let’s go. I’ll say or not say whatever dumbass thing you want. I’ll never see these people again. It’s irrelevant.” I surrendered again, but there wasn’t any point to my objection. It had ended before it started. I had to rely on Ryker to do the right thing and make good choices. He knew it. I knew it. Believing I could navigate my way out of this maze alone was as smart as believing a pot of gold waited for me at the end of every rainbow. 
 
   Ryker chuckled softly, dragging his hand through his dark hair. “I thought so.” Ryker slipped the strap of the assault rifle over his head and leaned it against a tree. He placed a few dead branches in front of it.
 
   “Why are you leaving it there?” I asked.
 
   “I doubt the people in the village will roll out the welcome mat if I have an assault weapon hanging from my shoulder. Besides, it doesn’t fit with our story.”
 
   I didn’t argue. Even though I felt safer when Ryker was armed, he was right. We couldn’t walk into the village with weapons.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The minute we crossed the invisible barrier marking the village, people stopped and stared from the windows, from their front porches…everywhere. Life in the village stretched to a halt. You would’ve thought a marching band had accompanied our arrival.
 
   It was more of a town than a village. Small, adjoined white homes lined the street. A freestanding hut stood to the right with advertisements for soda painted on the crumbling light blue exterior walls. Clothes hung from clotheslines.
 
   “Hola,” Ryker said, lifting one hand in a hesitant wave. “¿Habla usted ingles?” he said to no one in particular. The words rippled through the village like a bomb. Heads turned, more people peered out their open-air windows.
 
   After a few moments of lingering silence, a lanky man in his early twenties stepped forward. He wore dark jeans and a faded blue t-shirt. “I do,” he said, shoving his hands into his pockets.
 
   “Hi. I’m Rick, and this is my wife, Tina.” My mouth dropped open. What the hell was he doing? Why didn’t he tell him our real names?
 
   “I’m Roberto.”
 
   “Nice to meet you, Roberto.” Ryker held out his hand and the man shook it. “We need your help. My wife and I were separated from our tour group. Can I borrow a phone to call our hotel?”
 
   “I don’t know.” The man rocked back on his heels.
 
   “We have money.” Ryker pulled out his wallet and waved five hundred pesos in front of him, which amounted to forty or fifty U.S. dollars, probably more than this guy made in a week. I cringed, imagining the entire village charging us and stealing his wallet, but I buried my doubts. I had to believe Ryker knew what to do, because I sure as hell didn’t. 
 
   “Un momento,” the man said, snatching the money from Ryker’s open palm, before slipping away into a nearby house.
 
   My eyes darted to Ryker. He smiled, wrapped one arm around my waist and kissed the top of my head in a surprisingly intimate gesture. His touch warmed and comforted me, even though I knew he did it for our audience rather than for me. I buried my head in his chest, playing the role he demanded. Unfortunately, part of me wanted it to be more than a role.
 
   “Here,” Roberto said, interrupting our embrace. He held out an old flip cell phone with hundreds of scratches and nicks. It looked as though Roberto had dropped his phone in the garbage disposal more than once. Hopefully, it still worked.
 
   “Thank you.” Ryker plucked the phone from Roberto’s hand. Ryker threaded his free hand through mine and led us to the crumbling rock wall adjacent to the buildings. I trailed in his wake, too exhausted to do anything but blindly follow him, stiffness and pain settling into my joints with every step. I was dead on my feet.
 
   “Who are you calling?” I whispered after we sat down.
 
   “Ignacio,” Ryker responded, not looking up from the phone.
 
   The name triggered a ripple of fear through my body. I squeezed his hand, seeking a connection to him. I didn’t want to see Ignacio or any of those other people again, but I didn’t have a choice. Ryker must have noticed my reaction because he dropped my hand and wrapped his arm around my shoulder, pulling me closer to him. He ran his hand up and down my upper arm, lulling me into a false sense of security.
 
   “It’s me,” Ryker said into the phone. I couldn’t hear Ignacio’s words, but I didn’t have enough energy to care what he said anyway. 
 
   “I found her. She’s fine. I’m fine, but we encountered some trouble today.”
 
   Ryker nodded. “Yes, Dario. You should’ve briefed me about that shit. He’s dead, but we’re stuck. We need you to come and get us. We’re at that village just west of the villa. I can’t remember its name.” Ryker paused for a few strung-out beats. “Yeah, that’s the one. See you soon,” he said before disconnecting the phone.
 
   “Is he coming?” I asked, searching his face.
 
   “In the morning.”
 
   “What? Why?” I sputtered. 
 
   “He’s not at the villa.”
 
   “Seriously?” I said, shaking my head. “Then, tell him to send someone else. We need to get the hell out of here.”
 
   He tilted his head to the side. “We’ll be okay. It’s not that long.”
 
   “So what are we going to do? Sit here until morning? Maybe stretch out on the dirt road and wait for someone to run us over with their donkey cart and steal your money.”
 
   “Donkey cart?” He managed a faint smile. “Don’t be so dramatic. You didn’t expect this to be easy. Did you?”
 
   “I was hoping.” Nothing seemed easy anymore. Even returning to my white-walled prison cell at the villa wasn’t easy.
 
   “Maybe you’ll stop running then.”
 
   “I’m done running,” I answered, but then he smirked, pissing me off. “For now, Rick,” I amended using the fake name he gave Roberto.
 
   He laughed. “Sure thing, Tina.”
 
   “Ugh. I hate that name. Couldn’t you have used my real name?” I drew circles in the dirt with the tip of my dusty sandal.
 
   Ryker’s smile faded. “No. People are looking for you…for me.” He stood up. “Let’s see if I can negotiate a place to stay until morning.”
 
   He didn’t grab my hand or wrap his arm around me this time, and I hated that I noticed his lapse. “I’ll wait here,” I said sullenly.
 
   “Fine.”
 
   Five minutes and a few exchanges of money later, Ryker returned. “We have a place to sleep.”
 
   “Five star accommodations, I assume,” I said, pushing my body off the rock wall. “I’d kill for some air-conditioning, a shower, and five hundred thread count sheets.” I sounded like a bitch, but I didn’t care. “A change of clothes would be nice too.”
 
   “I can only promise you a bed. The other stuff will have to wait until you get home. Maybe Evan can take you on a vacation when you’re released, and he can treat you to all the stuff you’re missing.”
 
   “Evan?” I questioned, my heart sputtering inside my chest. 
 
   “That’s who you were talking to on the phone when I found you.” His jaw twitched, and anger flashed across his face, contorting his even features.
 
   The air around me stagnated as I searched the suddenly blank slate of my mind for something to say. “How did you know?”
 
   “I heard you.” He rubbed his hand over the dark stubble coating his cheeks.
 
   “What did you hear?” I shifted my head to the side, pretending I didn’t care what he did or didn’t hear, that I didn’t have anything to hide, that my heart wasn’t about to split my ribcage in half.
 
   Ryker moved forward, dropping his hands on my shoulders, and pulling my body against his. “Are you playing games? We both know what you said. Don’t act like you can’t remember.”
 
   “Games?” I echoed, frozen in the prison of his loose embrace. To everyone in the village, we probably looked like a happily married couple sharing a tender moment, but hostility crackled between us.
 
   “You said you’re going to give Evan another chance.” Danger and maybe jealousy glittered in his dark eyes. No, it couldn’t be jealousy. Ryker didn’t care what I did with Evan. We both knew this thing between us ended the minute he released me. 
 
   “I said I’d try. I didn’t promise it’d work.”
 
   He reached up and brushed his hand through my short hair, tugging lightly on the tangled strands. “You shouldn’t have called him. It complicated things.”
 
   “You don’t know that.” Even as I said it, my stomach revolted with the truth. It probably did complicate things. I told Evan I had escaped, and then he heard Ryker. Evan was likely crazed with worry, not to mention my friends and family.
 
   “Don’t play dumb.” He brushed a kiss across my forehead…probably for our audience. The tips of his fingers trailed up my neck and then he cupped my face. “I was in the middle of negotiating a prisoner swap. When my prisoner escaped, I lost my leverage.”
 
   “Evan probably heard you, so he knows I didn’t go far.”
 
   “You’re wrong,” Ryker replied shaking his head. “Ignacio said negotiations have stalled until I can produce your pretty face for a live video conference again.”
 
   I tore my face from his grasp. “Great. Another reason Ignacio should’ve sent someone to get us tonight.”
 
   “No, that’s another reason you won’t defy me again. Every rebellion equates to more days before you can go home.”
 
   “Home,” I whispered.
 
   “Yes, home. You’re going home soon as long as you listen to me.”
 
   “I know.” And I did, but part of me didn’t want to let him go…yet. In one of my college psychology courses, I’d learned that some kidnapping victims developed a bizarre bond with their jailer as part of the victim's psychological survival defense mechanism. I think my professor called it traumatic bonding. Maybe I could attribute my growing attachment to Ryker to a simple trick of human psychology, which meant my feelings would fade with time and reflection. Part of me wanted that to be true, and part of me mourned the impending loss of my connection with Ryker. I rubbed my hands over my face. I was broken…well and truly broken. Dammit.
 
   “I’m glad we understand each other,” he said before he scooped me up into his arms. “Let’s get some rest.”
 
   Ten minutes and as many Spanish greetings later, Ryker set me down on a narrow bed. I didn’t waste a second before I pulled the brightly colored blanket over my body. Nubby balls covered the sheets, and the blanket scratched my already bruised and battered skin. Even camping in a sleeping bag would have been better, but at that moment it felt like heaven. I could sleep for days. I rolled to my side and tucked my hands under my pillow, my eyes already heavy with sleep.
 
   Ryker closed the flimsy door and secured the hook and eye latch, not that the flimsy metal contraption would bar anyone from entering. It might slow them down a fraction of a second.
 
   He sat down on a pine rocking chair in the corner, removed his black leather loafers and slipped the gun out of the holster under the hem of his shirt. “Do you want me to turn off the light?”
 
   “Yes. Do you want the blanket?” I asked, realizing he didn’t have anywhere to sleep. 
 
   “No.” He flipped the light switch, and I couldn’t see anything, but I felt Ryker. Every inch of my skin prickled as he moved closer and closer to me. The bed dipped as he sat on the edge of the bed. I rolled away from him, trying to ignore his nearness, which was easier said than done. Then, he slipped under the blanket next to me, cocooning me in his embrace, and I couldn’t ignore him regardless of how hard I tried.
 
   “Why are you in bed with me? It’s too small.” I tossed his arm off my body, but he didn’t even hesitate for a second before clamping his arm around my waist again, tethering me to him even tighter than before.
 
   “It’s better than the floor.”
 
   “But I’m using it.”
 
   “So am I,” he answered. “Now, be quiet and go to sleep while you have the chance. At this point in time, I don’t have an ulterior motive, but I could always change my mind.”
 
   “Fine. But keep your hands in a safe zone,” I warned.
 
   He slipped his hand under my shirt, his fingertips less than an inch from my breasts. I sucked in a breath. “Is this a safe zone?” he said, his warm breath skimming the side of my face.
 
   “No, it’s a gray area, and gray areas are off limits too.” I needed to sleep, and I didn’t trust myself around him. If he kept this up, I’d become the aggressor.
 
   “How about here? Is this still a gray area?” he asked as his hand traced the underside of my breast.
 
   “Not a safe zone and you know it.”
 
   He chuckled, moving his hand to the outside of my shirt. “I was just teasing you.”
 
   I sighed irritably. “You’re evil.”
 
   “But you like it when I misbehave, and I’d hate to disappoint you.” 
 
   He rolled over, pinning my body beneath his, bracing his weight with his arms. His gazed drifted to my mouth, lingering there for a drawn out heartbeat. I’d never wanted to feel his lips against mine more than at that instant. 
 
   “I shouldn’t kiss you.”
 
   I nodded, the back of my head sliding against the nubby pillowcase. “No, you shouldn’t,” I agreed, even as I burned with the need to taste him again. If he didn’t kiss me, I had every intention of kissing him.
 
   “But I’m going to do it anyway.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   The tips of his fingers tunneled into the tangled strands of my hair, and he brushed a feather-like kiss across my lips. My heart seized, but it wasn’t even close to enough. I arched into him, and within seconds our lips fused to together, hot and heavy. 
 
   I sunk into him, into his kiss, moaning when his tongue slipped past my lips. I kissed him like my life depended on it, and maybe it did.
 
   I tasted him.
 
   I inhaled him.
 
   I clung to him.
 
   Dizzy and lightheaded, my body shook with unrestrained desire, and I couldn’t get enough. Remotely, I registered the shuffling of feet and whispered conversations in the hallway, but I didn’t care. My mind didn’t have room for anything except the wicked caress of his tongue against mine and the ache building inside of me.
 
   And then he stopped, his lips hovering over mine, his exhalation becoming my inhalation. The pad of his thumb traced my lower lip, and time grinded to a halt. His gray eyes searched my face, then he pressed a kiss to the tip of my nose.
 
   “Goodnight, Hattie,” he whispered before rolling over and swaddling me in a side-by-side embrace.
 
   I told myself to object and shove him off the bed, or beg for more, but I couldn’t summon the words or willpower to do either. He felt too good, too warm, and too safe. So instead, I closed eyes, drew his spicy, sea salt infused scent into my lungs, and fell asleep.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
    
 
   A knock on the louvered wood door woke me early the next morning. My eyes fluttered around the room, taking in my surroundings. Yellow stains dripped down the empty, white walls. Ryker’s heavy arm circled my waist. Springs burrowed into my side from the thin mattress. Light poured into the room around the edges of the faded, cornflower blue curtains. For a split second, I couldn’t remember where we were, but then I heard Ignacio’s voice.
 
   “Ryker, are you in there?”
 
   A night of sleep had centered my thoughts and erased the spiraling panic etched in my mind, but the moment I heard Ignacio’s voice, my muscles tensed and my stomach soured.
 
   “Shit,” Ryker mumbled as he rolled onto his back and dropped his hand over his eyes.
 
   “Ryker?” Ignacio said again, his voice echoing off the walls. The door handle jiggled, and the hook and eye latch threatened to snap under the pressure.
 
   “I’m coming.” Ryker sat up, his feet hanging over the side of the bed.
 
   I scrambled off the bed and leapfrogged to the far corner of the room, putting as much distance as possible between the door and me. My tattered sandals were on the side of the bed. Slipping my feet into them for another day sounded like a rare form of torture. A large blister lined the heel of my right foot, and the constant abrasion from the leather strap between my first two toes had left my skin raw. Transiently, I considered leaving them for the owner of the house, but I didn’t have many shoe options at the villa, so I picked them up.
 
   “Get up,” Ignacio barked. “Dario was working with the Alverez Cartel. We need to leave before someone sells us out and we have to fight our way out.”
 
   Ryker shoved his feet into his shoes and stalked toward the door. His dark hair stuck up at different angles, and the side of his face had indentation marks from the sheets. Pausing with his hand on the lock, he glanced over his shoulder. “Don’t tell anyone what happened between us.” He had lowered his voice until it barely reached a whisper.
 
   “Who would I tell?” 
 
   Ryker ran his hand through his hair and his mouth tightened. “Ignacio. Everyone. Fuck…I don’t know. Just keep it to yourself. It was a mistake. It can’t happen again. Ever.”
 
   Unreasonable and wholly unwarranted pain burst through my heart. I agreed with him. What happened between us was a mistake so many times over. Ryker was my jailer. I promised Evan a second chance. Ryker lived in a violent world beyond my comprehension—one I’d never understand. Sadly, none of that made a difference to my sick and twisted heart. I was ten kinds of a fool.
 
   “Hattie?” Ryker prompted when I didn’t answer him, his gray eyes searching mine. “Did you hear what I said?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   He pinched the bridge of his nose. “To protect you. That’s all I can say.”
 
   I squeezed me eyes shut, trying to find comfort in his words. “And pushing me away and pretending nothing happened will protect me?”
 
   “Yes.” He sighed. “This is the way it has to be. This is the way it should have been.”
 
   “Fine. I won’t tell anyone, ever,” I mumbled, turning my head to avoid his gaze. Instead, I stared blindly at the walls of the room, willing the numbness to take over so I didn’t feel anything. I used to do the same thing as a kid when my mom’s demands became too much. It helped me survive in the past, and I needed it now for the same reason. Within mere seconds, I relaxed as the familiar blanket of nothingness rolled through me.
 
   “Good. Are you ready?”
 
   With little reluctance, I shuffled toward the door. “I guess so,” I replied, because what else could I say? I didn’t want to go back to my windowless cell, but I didn’t want to stay here either. I could scream and cry about the unfairness of my life later. Right now, I didn’t have a choice. I had to keep moving forward and embrace the nothingness until I could reclaim my life.
 
   Ryker unlatched the lock. “Do I need to tie your hands or will you follow me willingly?”
 
   Dropping my sandals to the floor, I balled my hands into fists in front of my body. My fingernails dug into my palms. “Do whatever you want,” I mumbled, resisting the urge to fight him even as anger sparked in my veins, swallowing my numbness piece by piece. “I followed you all day yesterday, and I didn’t try to leave last night, but it’s your call.” 
 
   Lines bracketed the sides of his mouth as he pressed his lips into a firm, straight line. “Let’s go then.” He wrenched the decrepit door open, and there stood Ignacio. 
 
   His dark eyes flashed between Ryker and me. The skin at the corners of his eyes crinkled into deep lines. I wished he wouldn’t look at me that way. It made me feel exposed…transparent. 
 
   “Is everything okay?” Ignacio asked, running his tanned hand through his salt and pepper hair. 
 
   I’d never noticed the resemblance between him and Ryker until that moment. While I suspected Ryker looked more like his mom than his dad, he had his dad’s long, angular nose, heavy-lidded eyes, and broad shoulders.
 
   “Everything is perfect. Miss Covington agreed she wouldn’t run again, so we shouldn’t have any additional problems before it’s time to make the exchange.” Ryker folded his arms across his chest, but he didn’t turn around to look at me. Damn him and his calm ambivalence.
 
   “That’s what you said when you left her in your room alone and without a guard,” Ignacio shot back.
 
   “She won’t run again,” Ryker retorted without any further explanation. “Right, Miss Covington?”
 
   I stared at the ceiling, studying the web of hairline cracks, extending outward in a maze from the white ceiling fan. I hated surrendering so easily, but it was true. I wasn’t running again unless Ryker happened to stop in front of the U.S. embassy, and I wouldn’t hold my breath for that to happen. “No,” I answered after a heavy pause.
 
   Ignacio scanned the disheveled bedding. “It’s not a good idea to get involved with the cargo.” 
 
   “Cargo?” I said.
 
   Ryker glanced over his shoulder at me, his eyes cold as ice even as a chuckle fell from his deceptively seductive lips. “In the world of cartels, cargo is a hostage. Targets are execution victims.”
 
   “Hm.” At least Ignacio didn’t call me a target. I might become one at some point, but not yet.
 
   “Is there anything I need to know?” Ignacio persisted. 
 
   “I don’t have anything to share. Miss Covington, do you?” Ryker’s question was so innocent, so utterly lacking in guile that I knew he intended to bait me.
 
   “No,” I whispered, dropping my eyes to the ground, flames of embarrassment warming my face. My gut twisted. He asked me to pretend nothing happened between us…that he didn’t cradle me all night. Fine. I could do that. I mentally scrubbed his scent and the specter of his touch from my skin.
 
   “Great. Put your sandals on and let’s get out of here. I’m tired from trekking through the jungle for two nights.” Ryker said, stepping to the side, signaling for me to go out the door first.
 
   I stuffed my feet into my sandals with far more enthusiasm and energy than I’d thought possible given the rollercoaster of emotions circling in my mind. Just when I thought Ryker and I had managed to form some semblance of a truce and mutual trust, he turned into an asshole again. Even though he had protected me, killed for me, lied for me, and carried me when my body failed me, I felt invisible and insignificant under his indifferent gaze. We agreed not to tell anyone what happened between us, but I didn’t appreciate his cruelty. I wouldn’t cry, though. I had already indulged in enough self-pity for a lifetime. 
 
   Hot, cold, fire, ice…I didn’t know what to expect from Ryker anymore. One minute, I believed we had a connection. The next, he made me feel like less than nothing. He broadcasted hundreds of mixed messages. I debated whether he suffered from a bipolar disorder. Screw it. Dwelling on him longer than I already had was senseless.
 
   Ryker promised I would be home soon, and I decided to focus on that. Once I was safely in my bed at home, I owed it to myself to cry, scream, and do all of the self-destructive things I wanted…until I erased all the contradictory emotions I harbored toward Ryker from my system forever.
 
   “Do you have your gun?” Ignacio asked Ryker the minute we stepped out the front door of the small house we’d slept in last night.
 
   Ryker lifted the hem of his shirt, flashing his gun.
 
   “I thought you left that on the nightstand last night.”
 
   “I did, but then I put it back on after you fell asleep.”
 
   “Did you sleep with it loaded?” I blurted out.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “It could’ve discharged while we were sleeping.”
 
   “I’m a professional, Miss Covington. Don’t worry about me,” Ryker said mockingly, his eyes unnervingly distant. He treated me as if I were the dumbest person in the world, and maybe I was, or at least when it came to him. He charmed me, kissed me, fucked me, and then dropped me cold every single time—but I still couldn’t muster the willpower to do anything except follow in his wake like a lost puppy. What was wrong with me?
 
   I didn’t bother responding, neither with words or a facial expression. He didn’t want to talk. He wanted to pretend like I meant nothing. Fuck him. When we reached the street, six black SUVs idled next to the curb. At least ten men dressed in fatigues stood beside unopened doors. Just like the gunmen yesterday, they were armed with assault weapons, except these men also wore flak jackets with FEDI inscribed across their chest. 
 
   “What does FEDI mean?” I asked Ryker.
 
   “Fuerzas Especiales de Ignacio, or Ignacio’s Special Forces.”
 
   I guess that explained why the town inhabitants hovered near the doors of their homes and businesses, gawking at the Vargas Cartel’s show of force. Regret twisted in my gut. I hated that I played a part in lying to these people, and in doing so, I had invited the Vargas Cartel into their small town. Who knows what sort of atrocities they had committed here? I’m sure the Vargas Cartel had victimized someone’s son, daughter, or husband. I didn’t know a lot about the Mexican drug wars, but I did know it had claimed thousands of innocent and not so innocent lives.
 
   I kept my head buried against my chest, avoiding the curious and accusing stares burning up every inch of my exposed skin. Ryker slipped into the front passenger seat of the first SUV. I reached for the door handle of the same vehicle. 
 
   Ignacio snagged my wrist. “No. You’re driving with me.”
 
   My eyes darted to Ryker, but he slammed the door without acknowledging me. I swallowed back my fear of being alone with Ignacio, and I nodded. 
 
   Guiding me down the uneven sidewalk, Ignacio opened the back door of the next vehicle and gestured for me to get in.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
    
 
   Ignacio didn’t utter a single word for the first ten minutes of the drive back to the villa. Part of me should’ve appreciated his silence, but I knew he had something to say, and waiting for him to start talking rattled my nerves. If he wanted to yell at me, interrogate me, or hurt me, I wished he’d go ahead and do it.
 
   Turning my head toward the window, I watched the blurred landscape as the car ate up the distance. I concentrated on keeping my breathing even and my mind clear. Ignacio had ruled the Vargas Cartel for a long time. He knew exactly how to torture me without saying a word or lifting a finger. Waiting for his judgment tangled my nerves and transported me on a horror-filled journey of what-ifs.
 
   “I’m sorry I cut your neck. At the time I believed it was necessary, but I don’t like that it happened. I don’t like to hurt women.”
 
   I turned to face him so fast, I probably had whiplash. “What?” I said, because I couldn’t think of anything else to say. I had a few theories about why he wanted me ride in the car with him, but an apology certainly wasn’t one of them.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he repeated. “I did it to make a point, but I should have found a different way to do it…one that didn’t involve physically harming you. Hurting you wasn’t part of the plan.”
 
   “Okay.” I tapped my fingers on the gray leather seat, trying to release some nervous energy. “Thanks, I guess.”
 
   “As a parent, I would do almost anything for my children.”
 
   I nodded, but I didn’t answer. What the hell did he expect me to say—that I forgave him for orchestrating my abduction because he wanted to rescue his son? Not fucking likely.
 
   Ignacio shifted in his seat. “I couldn’t let Rever rot away in an American prison, regardless of what he did. For better or worse, I love him unconditionally. Ryker too.”
 
   “What did he do?” It wasn’t my business, but I wanted to know the crime he committed. My comfort and my future were being sacrificed to resurrect his freedom. In my opinion, that sacrifice entitled me to something.
 
   “He was arrested in Las Vegas for money laundering.”
 
   I snorted. I couldn’t help it. The charge was hardly surprising or unexpected. Of course he was arrested for something related to the criminal activities of the Vargas Cartel. Ignacio’s words led me to believe he did something else—something unforgivable. “That’s what happens when you launder money for a drug cartel. How did he get caught?” ”
 
   “He exchanged fifty million dollars for a gambling credit in a casino on the Strip. He lost forty percent of it. The casino returned half of his losses in the form of luxury cars and gifts, then cut him a check for the balance of his gambling credit,” Ignacio answered, curling his hands into fists beside his pants. 
 
   My eyes widened. “Seriously? That really works?”
 
   “It’s a method cartels have been using to clean dirty money for years.”
 
   “But you lose millions.”
 
   Ignacio rubbed his thumb and forefinger along his chin. “Most cartel members think of it as a tax of sorts. We help the casino’s bottom line. They help us legitimize the money.”
 
   “Wow,” I muttered, utterly dumbfounded because it was almost brilliant in its simplicity. “Impressive.”
 
   “Unfortunately, it wasn’t his money. He stole the money from me…from the Vargas Cartel. He betrayed his family, his history, his heritage, and my legacy. He wanted to start a new life. He didn’t like being under my thumb, so he threw us away like we meant nothing to him.”
 
   I shrugged, even as the intensity of his heavy-lidded stare burned up my skin. “Well, good for him. He succeeded. It sounds like he found his new life… a justified prison term. What’s he looking at? A life term?”
 
   Ignacio slammed his hands on the leather seat. “I won’t let the U.S. government determine his punishment. It’s not their job. It’s mine.”
 
   “Fine. Then, go get him, but leave me out of your plans. I didn’t steal your fucking money. I didn’t shit on the Vargas Cartel and its criminal legacy. I’m just a graduate student with a dad who has an important job. That’s it. I don’t deserve this. I want my life back.”
 
   “Exactly. You’re the woman with a dad who can wave his bureaucratic wand and make all my problems—and the problems of some very important people—disappear.”
 
   Frost coated my veins. “What important people?”
 
   “People who don’t want Rever to leak their connections to the Vargas Cartel.”
 
   My mind raced with the implications of his confession. “What kind of people? Corrupt politicians?” I speculated. Who else would orchestrate something like this? I wasn’t naïve. I grew up in D.C. I heard fragments of hushed conversations in shadowed rooms. Some politicians had as many connections with criminal organizations as they did with lobbyists, unions, and government officials.
 
   “So cynical,” Ignacio chided. Then, he grinned. “But you’re on to something, though it goes much deeper than that.”
 
   “What am I? Collateral damage? You don’t care you’re ruining my life to get what you want, just like you ruin innocent people’s lives with the drugs you smuggle into my country. All for what?” I raised my hands in the air. “To line your pockets with dirty money built on the destruction of countless lives.”
 
   His eyes combed over my body, studying me, analyzing me…judging me. My mom knew how to stare down her nose with the best of them. I channeled her. I became her. I narrowed by eyes. I tipped up my chin. I pursed my lips. I curled my hands into a tight fist, refusing to blink, refusing to look away. I demanded respect. In that flash of time, he was my overlord. He could do whatever he wanted with me, but I wouldn’t cower. I wouldn’t bend.
 
   “Collateral damage,” he whispered, almost as though he tasted the words as they rolled over his tongue. “Interesting choice of words.”
 
   I raised my eyebrows and lifted my chin. “How so?” I shouldn’t argue with him. He could kill me any second, but I was tired of accepting my fate. I wanted answers. I deserved answers. Ignacio probably didn’t agree, but I needed to try.
 
   He raised his open palms in the air with a faint smile on his face. “The United States and Mexico have a unique relationship. The countries share one of the longest borders in the world, stretching nearly two thousand miles, and they also share a narcotics problem. Mexico is one of the largest suppliers in the world, while the United States is the largest consumer. As long as the demand exists, the supply will be met. It could be my cartel, or another one servicing the demand. It’s irrelevant. If we don’t do it, somebody else will. The addicts are collateral damage…just like you.”
 
   I glared at him, and my body shook as outrage spiraled through me, twist after twist, each one hotter and wilder than the previous one. “And you don’t care that those drugs ruin people’s lives? That you’ve built an empire on the backs of the lives you’ve destroyed?” I challenged.
 
   “I don’t ruin lives. Bad choices ruin lives.”
 
   “But you give them the ability to make a bad choice.” I corkscrewed my fingers in the hem of my shirt.
 
   “They use drugs to fill some hole in their life. I didn’t put that hole there. Drug addiction is the symptom of a deeper problem.” 
 
   I folded my arms across my chest. “Great. Wash your hands of any moral responsibility.”
 
   He chuckled, sounding way too much like Ryker. I didn’t want to see any similarities between this cruel drug lord and the man my heart and soul craved even though my mind knew it was wrong. “Speaking of moral responsibility, what’s going on between Ryker and you?”
 
   Heat flooded my cheeks, and my heart skipped a beat or two. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   Ignacio smiled. “Ryker and Rever have different mothers. Did he tell you that?”
 
   I sucked my lower lip into my mouth, debating how to answer this, but in the end I decided it was irrelevant if I told him the truth. Ryker would likely tell him everything and anything he wanted to know anyway. “Yes.”
 
   “Ryker was the product of an affair. He spent the summers with me, but for the most part his mother raised him. I raised Rever, though. From his first breath, I groomed him to be my successor. I focused all of my efforts on ensuring Rever would be ready when I wanted to retire. Ryker was an afterthought. I love him. My blood flows through his veins, but I poured all of my blood, sweat, and tears into shaping Rever.”
 
   “I don’t understand what any of that has to do with me,” I said when he stopped talking.
 
   “Just that Ryker has worked hard for everything he’s achieved—”
 
   “A career as a kidnapper. Is that your idea of achievement?” I mocked, interrupting him. “I can see why you have one kid in jail and the other on his way.”
 
   “You don’t know what you’re talking about, so I’ll overlook your disrespectful comment,” Ignacio snapped. “All of them.”
 
   “Then enlighten me,” I challenged. 
 
   Ignacio glanced out the window. “No. You don’t need to know anything, except that there’s a lot going on beneath the surface here. If you want your life back, you need to keep to yourself, and stay away from Ryker. Everything will be over within the next few days.”
 
   “Stay away from Ryker?” I repeated robotically. “Why?”
 
   His head snapped toward me, his black as coal eyes blazed with anger, and his hands curled into fists beside his legs. “Because I don’t need whatever the fuck is going on between you and Ryker to screw up everything I’ve worked for over the last decade.”
 
   “He doesn’t care about me. He can barely stand to be in the same room as me. You don’t have anything to worry about,” I muttered, even though a small part of me believed Ryker did care. I wanted him to care.
 
   He stroked his hand back and forth over his lips, contemplating and evaluating his next words. After an extended beat, he dropped his hand into his lap. “That’s not what it looked like on the video.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   He cocked his head to the side. “I’m sure Ryker intended to delete the video, but then you ran, so he didn’t get the chance.”
 
   “What video?” I asked, but I suspected the truth. I knew exactly where this conversation was headed. I should’ve shut my mouth and let the suspicion remain a suspicion rather than forcing Ignacio to validate it with words. 
 
   Stupid me.
 
   His black as night eyes burned into mine, and his lips ticked up just a notch, or maybe I imagined it. “The one from the bathroom after our video conference with Senator Deveron and your lovesick suitor.”
 
   Blood roared through my ears, and my vision tunneled. That video was a travesty on so many levels. My mind refused to wrap itself around the implications, both future and present. That video would hang over my head for infinity, and I’d be a puppet dancing to Ignacio’s tune to avoid exposure.
 
   My life in politics…gone.
 
   The possibility of any future with Evan…gone.
 
   Any position of significance, doing anything I loved…gone.
 
   Ignacio had taken the shattered pieces of my life and tossed them in my face like confetti. Jerking my head from side to side, I reined in my runaway thoughts. “You have cameras in your son’s room? Don’t you trust him?”
 
   Ignacio folded his arms across his chest and studied my face before he responded. “I don’t trust anyone—not my sons, not my business partners, and certainly not spoiled rich girls. You don’t get far in my world on trust. You need power, money, weapons, and cunning.”
 
   “What are you going to do with the video?” My voice came out strangled and rough even to my ears.
 
   “Nothing right now. Stay away from Ryker, and I’ll make sure it’s destroyed. If not…” He shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe I’ll send it to Senator Deveron’s son as a Christmas gift or an engagement gift if you patch things up with him.”
 
   The car stopped in front of the villa. “Perfect. Then I’ll use evidence to prosecute you and Ryker,” I bluffed. I didn’t have any leverage. He knew it. I knew it. My threat was empty.
 
   Ignacio smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “That will be an interesting conversation. I wonder how they will interpret the video.” He ran his finger across his pursed lips. Then, he opened the car door, and for an instant I thought he was done with our conversation. “Maybe they’ll think you collaborated with your lover to secure the release of his brother.”
 
   My body went deathly still as his comment reverberated through my mind. “They wouldn’t…they couldn’t,” I whispered, but I realized it was a real possibility. I’d have a lot of explaining to do if anyone from my life saw that video.
 
   He reached across the backseat and squeezed my thigh. “Now that I think about it, I’m impressed by Ryker’s ingenuity. He didn’t discuss this with me, but it was a brilliant move. He turned the victim into a co-conspirator, thereby insuring your silence.” He stepped down from the car without looking back. “Ryker will accompany you to your room.” 
 
   Speechless, I didn’t say anything as I watched Ignacio march up the steps of the monster-sized villa. He left me alone, gambling I wouldn’t run again. But what was the point? They had the video, which meant I was along for the ride, regardless of where it took me. Granted, I already decided I wouldn’t try to escape, but the video cemented my compliance.
 
   This was my new reality. For better or worse, my fate was intertwined with Rever’s, a man I didn’t know—a man who had lost his battle with the Vargas Cartel too. 
 
   Sunlight streamed into the car through the open door, replacing the cool air with the sticky humidity I’d become accustom to over the past two weeks. Conversations in Spanish hummed outside my door, but I didn’t care what was being said. For the first time since Ryker had taken me, I didn’t even try to pick out words I recognized.
 
   Was I really supposed to receive my graduate degree in two months? Did I really secure that internship at the International Foreign Policy Council? Did I really think I could slip back into my old relationship with Evan like nothing had happened? 
 
   In one impulsive second, I tossed it all away. And for what? A flash in time with Ryker—a man who offered nothing. Promised nothing. A million explanations filtered through my mind that I could offer the authorities to justify the images on the screen.
 
   That I suffered from Stockholm syndrome.
 
   That someone held a gun to my head.
 
   That I had been drugged.
 
   But I’d know the truth. It haunted me. It tortured me. I was addicted to Ryker. I would never say no to him. Not today. Not tomorrow. Not three years from now. I wanted him, even though I knew wanting him was wrong.
 
   I couldn’t help it.
 
   I couldn’t stop it.
 
   I didn’t want to.
 
   Yes, Ryker knew about the cameras. Yes, I’m sure he realized we were being recorded. Yes, that was probably part of his plan. And yes, the video threatened my ability to recapture my future…a future I didn’t even know if I wanted anymore. None of it seemed as real as what I felt for a man I loved to hate and hated that I loved. It was a demoralizing, gut-churning conclusion that had me curling into my seat of the car.
 
   No, not my seat.
 
   Ignacio’s seat. 
 
   Ignacio’s car. 
 
   Ignacio’s driveway.
 
   Ignacio’s house.
 
   Ignacio’s video.
 
   I was surviving on the charity of a man known for his cruelty, a man who had just threatened to destroy me.
 
   I had officially hit the bottom. My life was broken. I was broken. Every fucking thing was broken. Shattered. Destroyed. I couldn’t even pretend otherwise.


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
    
 
   “Do you want to go inside or do you plan to sleep in the car?” Ryker asked leaning inside the backseat of the car, his hands braced against the doorjamb.
 
   “Did you know?” I asked, my mind still reeling with the implications of the conversation with Ignacio. I didn’t know how long I’d sat, unmoving in the backseat of the car with the door still open. When I scanned the exterior of the villa, I noticed that everyone had long since gone inside.
 
   He cocked his head to the side, and his eyes drifted over me. Undoubtedly, I looked like a wreck. I felt like one, both mentally and physically. 
 
   “About what?” he asked.
 
   My eyes fell to my lap, and I ran my finger along the frayed hem of my too long t-shirt. “About the video?”
 
   “The video conference with your father scheduled for tomorrow morning? Is that what you’re talking about?”
 
   My eyes flickered to his as I chewed on my lower lip, rolling it between my teeth. “No.” I cleared my throat, piecing together the courage to ask the next question. “The one of us together in your bathroom.” Waiting in frozen silence, I momentarily stopped breathing.
 
   His eyes widened. “Fuck.” He slammed his hand against the outside of the car. The hollow metal sound echoed through my ears. “Fuck,” he said again, as he pushed away from the door and took a few steps back, his body rigid, his nose flared. “I knew there was a camera in the bathroom. There are cameras everywhere. Ignacio records everything…everyone.”
 
   “Is that why you…you…” I scrubbed my hands over my face. “It that why you were with me? So you could blackmail me later?”
 
   Ryker shook his head. “No.”
 
   I scooted toward the opening, dangling my legs out the side of the car. “Then why?”
 
   He stalked toward me and dropped his hands on my thighs. A spark of anger mixed with arousal ignited under his hands and I shivered one long, traitorous shiver that traveled the length of my spine. 
 
   “Tell me,” I whispered, swallowing over the growing lump in my throat. “I need to know, because Ignacio said—”
 
   Shadows flashed through his silvery gray eyes. He covered his hand over my mouth, interrupting me. “I did it because I wanted you, but we can’t go there anymore, Hattie. I already told you it was over. We made a mistake. I planned to erase the video the night you left. I was waiting for Ignacio to go to sleep, but I didn’t do it because you ran before I had the opportunity.”
 
   My breath whooshed out of my chest and I swayed toward him, bringing my lips only inches from his. I knew I couldn’t kiss him or touch him ever again, so I closed my eyes for a split second as I shook my head. “Ignacio plans to use the video against me. He’s going to ruin me, my life…everything.” 
 
   “No, he won’t.” His fingers dug into my thighs.
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Because I won’t let him.” He withdrew one of his hands from my legs and rubbed the back of his neck.
 
   “Can you control him?” Stupid question—I know. Of course he didn’t have any leverage to control Ignacio. Ignacio was his boss of sorts. His fucking father. Still, my eyes searched his, silently begging him to contradict me.
 
   “He’ll do what I tell him to do.” His tone was solid, definite, and full of confidence. Was it misplaced? I didn’t know.
 
   “How can you say that?”
 
   “I don’t work for him.”
 
   “But…” I ran my hands through my hair, tearing my fingers through the tangled strands.
 
   “Look, Hattie, I can’t tell you everything, but I promised you could go home and you’d get your life back, and that includes walking away without a video or any other incriminating evidence hanging over your head.”
 
   I sat unmoving for a second, waiting for him to add to his explanation. He didn’t. He wouldn’t, but he’d given me all the reassurance I needed. “Okay,” I said feeling relieved, but also feeling like an idiot for believing in him.
 
   “Come on. Let’s check out your new room.” He held out his hand. I slid my hand into his and hopped out of the car. I didn’t want to let go of him. He was the only solid thing in my life, but he didn’t give me the choice. He dropped my hand the minute my feet hit the pavement—one more symbolic gesture pointing to his imminent departure from my life.
 
   “New room?” I questioned, following him toward the villa instead of the shack-like structure he put me in when I arrived the first time.
 
   “Yes. I arranged for you to have a room in the villa.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Next to mine so I can check on you from time to time, but for the most part, you’ll be free to roam the villa and its grounds.”
 
   Surprised, I stopped walking. “I can go wherever I want. No one will stop me?”
 
   Ryker turned to face me. “As long as you don’t do anything stupid, you’re free to stay in your room, go to the pool, and watch television.” He shrugged. “Whatever you want, except use the computer or the phone.” 
 
   “Alone?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Are you going watch me?” I chuckled, but it came from nerves rather than humor. I didn’t need to feed my growing attachment to Ryker. My situation reminded me of one of those ‘don’t feed the animals’ signs. It only encouraged the animals to rely on humans for food. In my case, spending more time with Ryker would encourage my mushrooming addiction to him.
 
   “No. We can’t spend any more time together.” Ryker opened the villa door, and I followed him inside. A twinge of disappointment twisted my gut, and my pathetic reaction only confirmed he was right. Spending more time together wasn’t a good idea. Actually, it was a terrible idea.
 
   The villa was just as I remembered it—a collage of warm jewel tones and creamy whites. An oversized, oil-rubbed bronze chandelier, dripping with hundreds of tiny diamond-shaped crystals, hung from the center of the vaulted ceiling. Light from the wall of windows reflected off the crystals, creating hundreds of miniature rainbows on the tile floor, walls, and furniture. I’d seen many impressive homes in my life, and this villa rivaled any of them. 
 
   Ryker turned right down the hallway and I followed him, treading four or five steps behind. “Where’s the pool?” I asked. Logically, it should have been right out the living room doors, but I didn’t see it when I escaped a couple days ago.
 
   “On the side of the house.” Ryker nudged the door open to a bedroom. 
 
   It resembled a smaller version of the one where Ryker left me a couple days ago. Same creamy bedding. Same honeyed wood. The throw blanket at the bottom of the bed was orange, cranberry, and dark chocolate instead of red and black. The ceilings weren’t vaulted, but it looked nearly identical.
 
   “Maybe you could bring me there next.” I wanted to swim some laps. Even though I had run through the jungle when I tried to escape, it didn’t offer the same fix as structured exercise in a controlled environment. I ran and swam religiously at home. It kept me focused. It kept me in control.
 
   “Javier will show you.”
 
   “Okay.” I nodded. “That will work.”
 
   He stuffed his hands into his pockets and rocked back onto his heels. “Your clothes should be in the closet. Your toiletries should be in the bathroom. Your suitcase is under the bed. I had them put everything in here.”
 
   “What about my phone?”
 
   “Except for your phone.”
 
   My shoulders slumped even as I knotted my hands into fists. I didn’t expect a different answer. He may have granted me limited freedom, but it would be dumb to give me my phone, and Ryker wasn’t dumb. Far from it. I squared my shoulders and cocked my chin to the side. “I wanted to call Vera.”
 
   “Your red-headed friend from the bar?” He rubbed the dark stubble on his chin with the top of his knuckles.
 
   “Yes, that’s Vera. I don’t think my family will keep her in the loop, and I know she’ll be worried about me.” I shifted my weight from one foot to the other. “I know Vera, and she’s blaming herself for what happened to me.”
 
   He sighed. “I’ll think about it, but don’t get your hopes up. It probably won’t happen, and if it does, it won’t be until a few hours before you’re released.”
 
   “Am I going to be released soon?” I knew I shouldn’t prod him for answers. He had given me enough for one day, but I wanted to know.
 
   “Everything hinges on the video conference tomorrow, but that’s the plan.”
 
   “Will I see you later today?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   With that one word, he walked out of the room and my heart stumbled. I didn’t know if I’d ever see him again, and I wasn’t ready to say goodbye forever.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning, I had showered and put on my swimming suit and a sundress by the time someone knocked on my door.
 
   I slept better last night than I had in a week. Total exhaustion—both mental and physical—probably had something to do with it, but I also attributed it to the comfort of the bed.
 
   “Come in,” I said as I slid my feet into my camel colored ballet flats. My feet hurt too much to wear any of my sandals.
 
   Javier stood in my doorway with a food tray in his hand. He dressed in a version of the same outfit he always wore. White shirt. Khaki pants. Brown loafers. “¿Desayuno?” he asked. Then, he shook his head. “I’m sorry. Breakfast?”
 
   “Thank you.” I took the tray from him.
 
   Yogurt, fresh fruit, and chia seeds. “How did you know?” I asked, my eyes searching his.
 
   “Ryker requested it.”
 
   I nodded, my heart squeezing and my mind reeling. Ryker remembered my flippant comment about what I liked to eat in the morning. I didn’t need any reminders of him. I needed to erase him from my system before he released me for good. “Of course.”
 
   “Ryker wants you to be ready for a video conference at ten in the morning,” Javier said, backtracking a few steps.
 
   “Wait,” I said, putting the tray of food on my nightstand. My eyes flickered to the alarm clock. It was only eight-thirty. “Can you show me where the pool is? I want to swim this morning.”
 
   Javier rubbed his hands together. “Now?”
 
   “Sure, or after breakfast. Either is fine.”
 
   Javier walked through the bedroom, stopping at the curtained window. He glanced over his shoulder. “Do you mind?”
 
   “No,” I answered, confused by his actions.
 
   In one swift motion, he pulled back the floor to ceiling silk curtains. “The pool is right here.” He swung the door open.
 
   “Ryker said you liked to swim, so he selected this room for you.”
 
   “Oh.” I didn’t know what to say. Ryker knew I liked to swim. I guess he wasn’t bluffing about keeping tabs on me before he abducted me. Conflicting emotions flashed through me, but I buried them for later introspection.
 
   “You can use the pool anytime.” He shifted on his feet. “Except at night.”
 
   “Why not at night?”
 
   “Ryker swims at night,” he answered simply, as though that’s all he needed to say, and maybe it was.
 
   “Okay. I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
   “Anything else?” Javier asked, smile on his face. 
 
   “Why did you join the Vargas Cartel?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking the question. Unlike Caesar who tried to kill me, Javier didn’t belong here, or at least from what I’d seen of him.
 
   He tipped up his chin and puffed out his chest as though he was offended by the suggestion. “I’m not part of the Vargas Cartel. I work for Ryker.” 
 
   My mind stumbled. “Ryker? I thought he was part of the cartel.”
 
   “No. He’s not.” Javier answered without explanation.
 
   “Does helping the cartel hide me and keep me captive bother you?”
 
   “I’m helping Ryker. He saved my life. I’d do anything for him.”
 
   “How did he save your life?” 
 
   “Ten years ago, the Vargas Cartel broke into my home as a kid. Ryker was with them. I hid under the bed, but they found me. Ryker stepped between the gun and me and refused to let them kill my brother and me.”
 
   “Why did Ryker do it?”
 
   “I don’t know, but I’m grateful. He gave me a job and he has kept my family safe for ten years now. Anything else?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Okay, then be in the study by ten this morning for the video conference.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Ten o’clock arrived faster than I had anticipated, and I ran through the house, my bare feet slapping against the tile floors, and my wet hair dripping onto the sleeves of my gray t-shirt.
 
   “Hattie,” Ignacio said, inclining his head the minute I breached the study door threshold.
 
   “Yes?” 
 
   Ignacio pointed toward the chair behind the desk. “Please sit.”
 
   Hesitating, my foot froze mid-stride. Images of the first time I entered this room flashed through my mind, but I tamped down my fears and settled into the brown leather chair. I hoped this time ended better than the last time.
 
   My eyes surveyed the room, taking note of every person. Javier. Caesar. The security guards with guns. No Ryker. “Where’s Ryker?” I asked.
 
   Ignacio tapped his fingers on the desk for a few excruciating ticks of the second hand. “Ryker is no longer involved in this mission on a daily basis.” 
 
   Without any further explanation, he leaned toward the computer monitor and turned it on. After a few strokes of his fingers, I heard a ringing noise. Instead of hovering over the back of my chair like last time, Ignacio shifted to the side.
 
   Two rings later, Evan, Senator Deveron, and my dad appeared on the screen. Tangible relief warmed my body, starting with my heart and spreading outward in the form of a warm, fuzzy glow. I missed my dad. I missed his dark hair, his even darker eyes, and the strong, firm set of his mouth.
 
   “Dad,” I said, my voice barely a whisper.
 
   “Hattie,” he said, drifting forward. “Are you okay? 
 
   “I am now,” I answered, not realizing how much I missed him and even my mom until right then.
 
   “Are you hurt?” my dad pressed.
 
   “Not really.”
 
   His eyes surveyed my face and my chest, clearly cataloging the scratches and bruises marring my skin from my failed attempts to escape. “What. Happened. Hattie?” Rage laced every word.
 
   “Oh,” I said, the pads of my fingers coasting down the side of my face. “It’s my fault. I ran and—”
 
   “Are they responsible for those marks?” my dad asked, interrupting my explanation.
 
   “No,” I said a little too animatedly. For some reason, I wanted to protect Ryker. Ryker did a lot of things to me, but he didn’t hurt me physically. “It’s from the trees, and I tripped a few times.”
 
   He nodded, but he looked unconvinced. “You’ll be home soon, Hattie. Just hold on and be strong, okay?”
 
   “I will.” My voice quivered. “I love you, Daddy.”
 
   “We love you, too, Hattie,” my dad answered.
 
   Ignacio dropped his hand on my shoulder, and I flinched, despising the contact with him. “You can leave now.”
 
   I braced my hand on the armrests of the desk chair for a moment, not wanting to sever contact with my dad. 
 
   “Go ahead, Hattie,” Senator Deveron interjected. “We have a few details to discuss in private, but Evan will meet you in Mexico when this is over.”
 
   “Okay,” I answered, even though I didn’t want Evan to meet me here. In an ideal world, I’d have a few days to unwind and deconstruct my thoughts before I faced him, but fate hadn’t been kind lately. I didn’t expect it to change course now.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
    
 
   When I finished swimming my laps the following day, Ignacio was waiting at the edge of the pool. Just like every other time I’d seen him, he dressed in all black. 
 
   “I’d like you to take a drive with me,” he said as I stepped out of the pool.
 
   I draped my towel over my shoulders. “Do I have a choice?”
 
   He chuckled, and for the first time I saw amusement in his dark eyes. “No, you don’t.”
 
   I frowned. “I didn’t think so. Can I dress first?”
 
   He pointed to my navy and white striped cover up. “That will work. It’s just a drive.”
 
   “Okay, then,” I mumbled, pulling the cover up over my still damp hair and swimming suit.
 
   “Follow me,” he said without turning around as he started down the pathway to the front of the villa.
 
   A black SUV sat in the driveway. Ignacio opened the front passenger door for me and he slipped into the driver’s seat a minute later.
 
   “No driver today?” I questioned as the car pulled away from the house.
 
   “Not today. I don’t want any witnesses.”
 
   “What?” I said, my heart slamming against the walls of my chest. 
 
   He reached over and patted my leg before returning his hand to the steering wheel. “I don’t plan to kill you.”
 
   “I’m not a target?” I questioned, recalling Ryker’s conversation about cargo and targets.
 
   Ignacio chuckled. “Nope, you’re still cargo.”
 
   “Then why?” My mind scoured his face, searching for the answer in his eyes, but he was unreadable. “Wait. Am I leaving for good?” My words betrayed my excitement.
 
   “Are you ready to go home?”
 
   “Of course. Why would I want to stay?” The moment the words left my mouth, grief lanced through my chest. I wanted to go home, but I craved Ryker. I wanted—no, needed—to see him, touch him, talk to him, one more time before I disappeared from his life forever.
 
   Ignacio smiled, but his eyes lacked warmth. “I think we both know why you want to stay—”
 
   “I don’t,” I protested before he could finish his thought.
 
   “If you say so, but you’re not leaving us yet. We have to make a few more arrangements, but it shouldn’t take longer than three or four more days. How’s that sound?”
 
   I sucked in my lower lip and ducked my head to hide my relief. “Perfect,” I replied sarcastically, even though it was the truth. I had three or four more days to see Ryker. “So where are we going now?”
 
   “For a drive to Highway 307.”
 
   “Isn’t that the highway to the airport?”
 
   “It is,” Ignacio answered without glancing at me.
 
   “Why are we going to the airport if I’m not going home?”
 
   “We’re not. We’re going for a drive.”
 
   I slumped in the seat. “So we are,” I mumbled.
 
   “What do you know about the Vargas Cartel?”
 
   “Other than that it smuggles drugs across the border? Not a lot.”
 
   His ebony eyes landed on mine. “Law enforcement agencies, on both sides of the border, describe drug cartels as snakes that grow another head as soon as the other is dismembered. It’s interesting imagery, but this characteristic has allowed cartels to thrive despite the all-out war launched by the DEA and the Mexican government when former President Calderón took office in 2006.”
 
   Ignacio turned onto Highway 307. 
 
   “How did you get involved in the cartel?”
 
   “When I graduated from high school, I became a police officer, but I quickly realized I could make more money working for drug smugglers. I worked my way up the chain of command, and here I am.”
 
   “So you’ve done it all?”
 
   “I started at the bottom. I’ve donned a ski mask and dragged men away from crying wives and mothers. I’ve tied people up and cut them apart, piece by piece. I’ve hacked off heads. I’ve ordered countless assassinations.” He spoke slowly, and his eyes were distant, almost unfocused. Otherwise, his face was void of emotion. “Living that life robbed me of my compassion, and I didn’t want that for Rever. I wanted him to start at the top, and maybe that was my mistake. He didn’t appreciate the gift I gave him.”
 
   Speechless, I shuddered, and bile burned the walls of my throat. If I stopped to think about it, Ignacio’s confession wasn’t surprising. I didn’t believe anyone could make it to the top of the cartel without committing countless murders. I turned my head to the side, fixing my vision on the passing landscape, praying this car ride ended soon. “How can you live with yourself?” I whispered more to myself than Ignacio.
 
   “I don’t have a choice. Once you’re in a cartel, the only way out is prison or death.” He brought the car to a stop and turned off the ignition. “But I don’t like either of those options, so I fight to maintain what’s mine.”
 
   “You could disappear.”
 
   “Not anymore. I’m too high up the food chain, but that isn’t the point of this drive.” He tapped me on my leg, and my eyes met his. Any amusement I had seen in his eyes earlier this morning had disappeared. They were a black hole, sucking me into a void of emptiness. “The only way to bring your enemies down and save yourself is by annihilating their whole infrastructure: their police protection, their soldiers, their friends, their families, and their assets. You kill them before they can kill you.” He pointed his finger directly in front of the car. “Dario’s son.”
 
   Twenty yards in front of us, a boy, not older than seventeen, was tied to a lamppost. His bloodied head lay sideways next to his feet, and a pig’s head was placed on top of his corpse. A knife was buried in his chest, affixing a piece of white paper to his body. The sign said, “VC captura y exucutes traidores.”
 
   “The Vargas Cartel captures and executes traitors,” Ignacio whispered almost reverently. “The turf war between the Vargas and Alvarez Cartel has begun. Every cartel has a calling card of sorts. What do you think of ours?”
 
   For a split second, I didn’t do anything. My mouth gaped open, silently straining for air. I stared at the horror in front of me, my mind swirling with disbelief even as time slowed to a meager crawl. Then, the gravity of the vision in front of me struck me like a bolt of lightning, and my mind shattered into a million pieces. Air rushed into my lungs, and I screamed and screamed some more until my voice gave out, because I didn’t know what else to do. When my shrieks of terror morphed into a soundless whisper, I buried my head in my hands, my entire body shaking.
 
   At some point, Ignacio started driving again, but I refused to open my eyes. I refused to look at him. It was official: I was living in a nightmare.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
    
 
   One sunset turned into four, and before I realized it, four days had elapsed since my drive with Ignacio. I had slipped into a routine, which did wonders for my obsessive need to schedule and organize my life down to the last detail. More importantly, it kept my mind off the murder scene Ignacio showed me, and I pretended as though it hadn’t happened—at least until I fell asleep. Then, the nightmares overwhelmed my unconscious mind, and I rarely slept more than four for five hours.
 
   Javier brought me a light breakfast every morning at eight. I swam laps until my muscles ached. Then, I read books from the comfort of a shaded lounge chair by the pool. I showered at three in the afternoon, and I ate dinner at five in my room. 
 
   Ignacio invited me to join him for dinner every night, but I declined. Even though I wondered if I’d see Ryker at dinner, my need to avoid Ignacio overshadowed my desire to see Ryker. I wasn’t ready to see Ignacio. I didn’t know if I’d ever be ready. 
 
   After dinner, the torture began—not physical but mental.
 
   The first night, it started with a simple splashing noise in the pool around ten at night. Curious, I had peeked out my curtains, and I saw Ryker swimming laps in the pool. Every night since, I had left my drapes open while I sat in the comfort of my bed with the lights off, watching Ryker swim back and forth for nearly an hour.
 
   He knew I watched him, but he never acknowledged me. He never let his eyes drift to my window. He never waved. He swam and then returned to his room. It was like I didn’t exist, had never existed. Maybe it was better that way…for both of us.
 
   “Can I come in,” Ignacio pushed the door open to my room as I finished my last bite of breakfast.
 
   “Sure.” My hands shook as I placed my spoon on the tray, and I moved to stand up from the bed.
 
   “You don’t have to get up.” He walked past me to the window overlooking the pool, pausing there with his back turned to me and his hands clasped behind his body. I was grateful he didn’t sit next to me on the bed. I waited for him to say what he needed to say and leave. I hated being in the same room with him. 
 
   “You’re leaving tomorrow. Before breakfast. It’s all arranged,” he muttered.
 
   I clutched the folds of my skirt and nodded, unable to look at him even if it was only his back. “Okay.” I forced myself to remain calm and keep my voice even. He scared me and tied my mouth in knots. When I looked at him, I saw a monster. A soulless, heartless monster. 
 
   He cast a glance over his shoulder, and a small smile tugged at the corners of his normally grim mouth. “We finished negotiations yesterday. I planned to tell you at dinner last night, but you declined as usual.”
 
   “Sorry,” I lied, but I didn’t know what else to say. I didn’t want to be alone with him. Even sharing the same room and air filled me with a sickening rage.
 
   “No, you’re not.” He spun around and leaned against the wall. “I get it. You think I’m a bad person because you don’t think I feel any guilt over the things I’ve done, the people I’ve killed.”
 
   The statement hung in the air, weighing it down. I drew my knees up to my chest and rested my head on my knees. “Is there any other way to look at it?” I asked, my voice hardly a rasp.
 
   Pushing away from the wall, he expelled a heavy breath and stuffed his hands into his pockets. “I improve the lives of the members of my cartel. I make sure they adhere to a code of ethics, which includes embracing family values. None of my members abuse drugs, and if they do, we clean them up and then they work for me to repay the favor of saving their lives. My members attend mass regularly. I give loans and gifts to local schools, businesses, farmers, and churches. We are so much more than a cartel smuggling drugs. We are a social organization. We bring order and meaning into the lives of the poor.”
 
   “Really?” Stunned by his admission, I didn’t know what to say. I never considered a cartel might do as much good and as it does bad. Not everything was black and white.
 
   “I help people. The Vargas Cartel is a necessary evil, but you wouldn’t understand. How could you? You’ve never lived in Mexico. You’ve never been poor and without resources.” 
 
   “No, I haven’t,” I admitted.
 
   “We don’t kill women. We don’t kill innocent people, only those who deserve to die.”
 
   “Nobody deserves to die.” My gut lurched as I said the words. I killed a man. I did it in self-defense, but maybe I had lost the moral authority to judge Ignacio the minute I pulled the trigger.
 
   “Your innocence is almost charming.” A condescending smile spread across his face. “Have you talked to Ryker?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, not since he showed me to this room, but I’m sure you already knew that.”
 
   A lopsided grin pulled at his mouth for a second. “The cameras.”
 
   “Yes, the cameras,” I snapped, not even trying to moderate my voice.
 
   “So you’re planning to walk away without saying another word to him.”
 
   I swallowed over the sudden tightness in my throat. “That’s what he wants.”
 
   His nearly black eyebrows arched. “Are you sure about that?
 
   “Yes.” My voice faltered, and I sounded unsure, confused even. “But even if it isn’t, you made it clear that you’d ruin my life if I didn’t stay away from him.”
 
   He nodded. “Ah, we’re back to the video and the cameras.” He strolled across the room, his hands in his pockets. “Maybe that’s what is wrong with your generation.”
 
   “What?” I answered, not understanding why I bothered prolonging this conversation. How in the hell would he know if something was wrong with my generation? He was a sick and twisted murderer. 
 
   “You’ve been handed everything without working for it, so you’re afraid to go after what you really want in life. You settle for mediocrity when you should go after your dreams. Mediocre spouses. Mediocre careers. Mediocre lives.” He shook his head, disdain dripping from his voice. “How boring.”
 
   “And murdering your way to the top of a cartel was your dream?” I taunted, the smugness in Ignacio’s voice grating on my already threadbare nerves.
 
   “Being the best at whatever I did was my dream.”
 
   “And you’re the best.”
 
   “I’d like to think so.” The declaration sounded almost serene. He opened the door. “Have your things packed and be waiting by the front door at seven in the morning. Take care, Miss Covington, and good luck with your life.” He paused with his hand on the doorknob. “With whatever you choose or don’t choose.”
 
   What the hell did that mean? “And if I choose Ryker?”
 
   “Then you choose Ryker.”
 
   I rubbed my hands together. “You won’t do anything to stop me.”
 
   “No. I got what I wanted.”
 
   “And what was that?”
 
   “Your compliance until I could secure Rever’s release. I’ve secured his release, so what you do or don’t do isn’t my concern.”


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
    
 
   “Ignacio plans to release me tomorrow,” I said when he reached the end of the pool. Drops of water glistened like stars on his tanned skin.
 
   His muscles tensed, but he didn’t acknowledge me. He dove back under the surface of the water, going back and forth at least six more times. Desperate for him to acknowledge me, to talk to me, I shrugged off my sundress, exposing my white bikini. I lowered myself into the pool, waiting by the edge for him to finish his laps.
 
   “I wanted to say goodbye,” I said when he surfaced again only inches from me.
 
   “You need to go.”
 
   I ignored him. “You haven’t said one thing to me in five days.”
 
   “That’s by design.” He sidestepped me, moving toward the steps exiting the pool.
 
   “Stop.” I wrapped my hands around his biceps, refusing to let him walk away from me again, refusing to let him do anything but look me in the eye and talk to me. “Why won’t you talk to me?” He kept his head turned, not meeting my gaze. “You can’t even look at me.”
 
   The awkwardness between us was palpable, and I hated it. For some reason, I had deluded myself into believing he cared about me. I shouldn’t have tried to talk to him. I should’ve stayed in my room and waited for my last hours in captivity to expire. I had read too much into the time we spent together, which was ridiculous on my part, given the circumstances of how we met.
 
   I shifted nervously from one foot to the other waiting for him to say something…anything.
 
   “Hattie,” he said, his gray eyes finally locking on mine. “Why’d you come?”
 
   “You’re right, I should go. This was a dumb idea. I don’t know what I was thinking. If you wanted to talk to me, you had many opportunities to do so. I’m forcing you—”
 
   “Shut up, Hattie.” He pressed a finger to my mouth holding it there. “I don’t know what you’re thinking.”
 
   “That I should’ve stayed in my room. That I don’t belong here.”
 
   “Neither do I.” He dropped his hands to my shoulders, and he had this lost look on his face. My heart twisted. “I’ve never felt comfortable here. I hated the summers I spent in this house. I hated my dad’s life, and I hated Rever. We were close in age, but we were never friends…more like polite enemies with an unspoken agreement to tolerate each other.”
 
   His eyes looked translucent in the moonlight. I couldn’t tear my gaze from his face, and he didn’t look away either. My body soaked up the attention. Physical awareness zipped between us like a live wire, and a warm glow shimmered through my nerve endings. Instantly, I tamped it down, doing everything to stop it. I couldn’t go there again…for so many glaringly obvious reasons, not the least of which was my dignity.
 
   I took a small step back, but he moved forward, and before I knew it he had me pressed against the wall, his legs tangling with mine beneath the waist-deep water. His arms circled my waist, shackling me against his chest. My insides jolted the minute our bodies made contact, and with that small touch I was already aroused, my body wanting his. My breasts ached. Liquid desire pooled between my thighs, and my heart raced frantically inside my chest, echoing wildly in my ears.
 
   I buried my face in the crook of his neck, unable to look at him for one more second. I had wanted him, craved him, for the last five days, and now that his arms were around me, I was scared. “I’m going to leave,” I murmured against the side of his neck. “I just wanted to say goodbye, and now I did.” I took a deep breath, drawing his now familiar scent into my lungs for the last time. Then, I wedged my hands between our slick bodies, pushing him away from me forever.
 
   Binding my wrists with one hand, he lifted my chin, forcing me to look at him. Really look at him. What I saw robbed me of thought and buckled my knees. It was too much. I squeezed my eyes closed. “No. You should stay.” He brushed a kiss across my lips, my forehead and my eyelids. With four sultry caresses, he tore down all my walls, crumbling any lingering resistance. “Don’t you want me?” He nuzzled my ear and tremors danced down my spine, setting me ablaze. “Isn’t that why you’re here?” 
 
   Want him? I had never wanted anyone as much as I wanted him, and not just in the physical sense. How could he think otherwise? Panic warred with desire at that realization, and I froze. I didn’t know what to do. How did I move forward?
 
   Then he kissed me—fully, deeply, desperately. I was cast adrift, senseless to anything around me but the push and pull of his mouth and the delicious swirl of his tongue as it chased mine in a circle of lust. If I didn’t know everything between us ended tonight, I would’ve have wept from the beauty of the moment.
 
   I slipped my legs around his waist, locking my ankles behind his back, whimpering as my core collided with the hardness of his erection. His hands cupped my breasts over the small triangles of my swimming suit. I arched, inviting him to do more. 
 
   Not waiting a second, he unknotted the ties holding the back of my top together and slipped it over my head. He tossed it on the side of the pool and then his hands were back on my breasts, roughly toying with my nipples until I was breathless and aching with the pain of emptiness.
 
   “Ryker,” I moaned, recklessly grinding my pelvis against his, against the thickness of his erection beneath his swim trunks. 
 
   He pulled the tie on one side of my bikini bottom and then the other, and they floated away from my body. His finger slipped inside of me, moving with wicked intent, in and out and back again. We were on a rollercoaster of desire and everything was moving too fast for my mind to process it. 
 
   “I missed this. I missed you,” he whispered, nipping the delicate edge of my earlobe. His confession spiraled through me, and my heart skipped a beat, even though I knew I should ignore his words. Pretend I didn’t hear them. Pray I unheard them. It’s only tonight, I reminded myself. Wanting more, claiming this meant anything, was insane. It would destroy me. Destroy my life. Destroy me for anyone else.
 
   I unlocked my ankles and shoved his swim trunks down his legs, not wanting to wait another second before he slid inside of me. I didn’t want him to stop…to pull back. He’d done it before and I couldn’t bear it if he stopped. I needed it. I needed him. I needed closure to whatever we had over the last three weeks, and this was the way I intended to get it.
 
   He anchored my legs around his waist again, but this time I felt every inch of him, skin on skin, solid and pulsing with unfulfilled desire. I lifted my arms, wrapping them around his neck, pulling him closer, begging him with my body to take what we both needed…what we both wanted.
 
   Then, he drove inside of me, stilling for a second, not moving. We both blew out a long, exaggerated breath of relief, our foreheads touching, our eyes connecting, our hearts beating together in perfect synchronicity. I didn’t know what it meant. I didn’t want to know. I was afraid the knowledge would kill me.
 
   “Ryker,” I murmured, sounding more than a little lost.
 
   He nodded. “I know.” 
 
   He pulled out, pushed in again, and then slid out once more. I tightened my legs, pulling him closer, hating the split second where I lost that primal connection to him. He slid his hand around my hips, cupping my backside, and then he moved fast and hard. My back pounded against the walls of the pool, scraping my skin, but I hardly noticed.
 
   Distantly, I heard the slapping of the water as it lapped over the tiled ledge of the pool, and the small noises of birds and insects in the jungle surrounding us. But most of all, I heard the sounds of us.
 
   Skin slapped against skin.
 
   Exhalations mingled into one solid stream of desire. 
 
   Moans chased moans.
 
   I curled into him, trusting him to keep me afloat, not just physically, but mentally too.
 
   Hot, glowing fire blazed through my body coalescing in my core. I was close. So close. My nails raked his back. An answering shudder wracked through his body. Our pleasure climbed to completion in unison, coiling tighter and tighter with each thrust and roll of his hips.
 
   Then, I climaxed, fast and hard. I screamed, not caring about anything. Not the cameras. Not Ignacio’s security team. Not tomorrow. Not my freedom. Nothing except the feel of Ryker inside of me.
 
   His mouth captured mine, drinking the tortured sounds of my pleasure as spasm after spasm rocked through me, each one milking him to his completion. And then he came, following me into oblivion. 
 
   I swallowed his strained growl as his body stiffened against mine, and then he bucked with the force of his orgasm, slamming me into the wall one final time.
 
   Neither of us moved for a prolonged second, basking in the warm glow of a shared release. Then, his body sagged against mine, his chin resting on my head, and his weight nearly pulled us under the water. I reached back, bracing my arms on the ledge of the pool.
 
   “Sorry,” he chuckled, taking a step back.
 
   A satisfied smile on my face, I leaned against the wall and tipped my head to the sky. The sky was a maze of brilliant, shimmering diamonds on black velvet.
 
   “It’s beautiful at night here,” I whispered without meeting his eyes.
 
   “You’re beautiful at night,” he answered immediately. 
 
   Happiness, exhilaration, and exhaustion collided inside of me. I didn’t know if I wanted to swim a hundred laps or crawl back to my room and sleep. 
 
   He scooped me up in his arms, carrying me out of the pool. 
 
   “Where are we going?” My arms circled his neck, and I buried my face against his damp chest.
 
   “To your room.”
 
   “The cameras,” I whispered. Ignacio said he didn’t care what happened between Ryker and me, but I still didn’t want him to have any evidence to use against me at some date in the future.
 
   “I turned them off.” He pushed the door to my room open.
 
   “When?”
 
   “Earlier tonight. Before I got into the pool.” His wet feet slapped against the terra cotta tiles.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because if you didn’t come to me, I planned to go to you.”
 
   I tipped my face up so I could see him. “But you told me to go away and that we shouldn’t do this anymore. You didn’t want me.”
 
   A grin lit the shadowed planes of his sharp-angled face. “I wanted you. I’ve always wanted you, but I needed to give you the chance to say no if that’s what you wanted.”
 
   He let my feet drop to the floor, next to the bed. He stripped back the covers. “Get in.”
 
   “Wait,” I said as I sat down. “Our swimming suits.”
 
   “I’ll get them before morning.”
 
   “Are you leaving?”
 
   “No.” His eyes flashed to the clock, glowing with red numbers on the nightstand. “We still have five hours and forty-five minutes until you leave, and I intend to put every minute we have left to good use.”
 
   My eyes widened, and he chuckled. “Make room for me.”
 
   I scooted back, my eyes never leaving his.
 
   Almost instantly, his body covered mine, his lips drinking me in, demanding all of me. And we were right back where we started, touching each other, devouring each other, taking more than either of us had the right to give.
 
   Each frenzied kiss and wild touch tumbled into the next. His mouth consumed me. His teeth marked me, but I didn’t complain. I wanted him to claim me even if it was only for a night…less than a night.
 
   Then, he slid inside of me for the second time that night, claiming me like I’d never been claimed before. Like I’d never be claimed again. Every thrust stole more of me than the previous one. Every wave of pleasure swallowed my regrets and any lingering ‘what ifs,’ because Ryker and I could never be anything except what we were in this fragment of time.
 
   Then, like a perfectly orchestrated dance, we climaxed in unison, the agony and beauty of the moment making me delirious—deliriously happy and deliriously sad.


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   “Hattie.”
 
   I rolled onto my side, pulling the sheets over my head.
 
   “Hattie,” the voice said again. “You need to wake up. You’re leaving in twenty minutes.”
 
   My eyes snapped open and then I shut them immediately, blocking the blinding sun streaming through the windows.
 
   “Close the fucking curtains,” I grumbled.
 
   “No. We overslept.”
 
   “Ryker?” I said, opening my eyes again, squinting to bring him into focus. 
 
   Ryker was fully dressed in his usual black pants and black shirt. His hair was wet and his face was clean-shaven.
 
   “I moved your suitcase to the car. Everything is ready for you to leave.”
 
   “Crap,” I said, sitting up, the sheet falling to my waist, making me uncomfortably aware of the fact that I was still naked while he had dressed and showered.
 
   “You don’t have time to shower.” 
 
   He handed me a stack of clothes. I stared at them, unseeing for a few moments. 
 
   “Let me help you.”
 
   “No,” I answered reflexively. I needed to put some distance between us.
 
   He ignored me. Instead, he snagged the clothes out of my hands and within seconds he started dressing me. First, he slid on my panties, then my bra and finally, my dress. The protectiveness and intimacy in his gesture made the corners of my eyes burn with tears I could never shed.
 
   “You look beautiful.” He trailed a finger down my neck and along my collarbone. Our eyes locked, exchanging words and thoughts better left unspoken. Misery boomeranged through my body. Whatever we had was over, and I’d never see him again.
 
   “You should put some makeup on your neck.”
 
   I shrugged because I didn’t care about my neck. 
 
   “And comb your hair. It looks like you spent the night rolling around in bed.” He smirked as he handed me the comb from the nightstand. I ran it through my hair before tossing it on the bed.
 
   He glanced over his shoulder.
 
   “Wait.” I snagged his arm. “Are you leaving? Is this it?”
 
   He smiled, but his eyes looked dull and flat. “Not yet. First, I’m going to kiss you. Then, I’m going to walk you to the car, say goodbye, and you’re going to drive away.”
 
   “Okay.” My body swayed with the impending loss.
 
   He swept a strand of hair behind my ear. “You’re going to meet Evan where highway 307 intersects with the road leaving the villa. Then, you’re going to forget about me, about what happened between us, and you’re going to give Evan his second chance.”
 
   “No, I can’t.” I shook my head from side to side, nausea rising in my stomach.
 
   He pressed to fingers to my lips. “You can, and you will.”
 
   “But…” I protested.
 
   He cradled my face with the palms of his hands. “But nothing, Hattie. What we had or didn’t have is over. Wanting or wishing for something else won’t change the future.”
 
   Tears leaked from my eyes, and I didn’t bother wiping them away. I simply stood there waiting for the kiss he promised. I didn’t have another option. What he said was the cold truth.
 
   His lips brushed across mine for the hundredth time in the last seven hours, but unlike last night, this kissed wasn’t frenzied or an invitation for more. It was goodbye. I followed his lead, tasting him, memorizing him, and absorbing the beauty of the end of us. 
 
   And then he released me, and it was over. Forever.


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   I switched the gearshift into drive. I was free. I should have said a Hallelujah or two, but my freedom felt flat, lonely, and oppressive. I inhaled deeply through my nose to push back the rush of despair flooding my veins.
 
   Yes, Evan and my old life would be waiting for me where the road met the highway, just like Ryker said. I should’ve been happy, and I was. Within twenty-four hours, I’d be back in my bed at either my parents’ house or my apartment with Evan. It was my choice. 
 
   Except, part of me didn’t want that life anymore. I’d driven a hundred yards down the road, and I already missed Ryker. I craved him with every inhalation and exhalation. Somehow over the past few weeks, he infected my blood. He infiltrated my mind and ruined me for anyone else. With every touch and brush of his lips, he shattered the illusions of my former life and everything I believed about myself.
 
   I wanted him in my life, which was fucking stupid considering how he turned my life upside down and inside out. He abducted me, he used me to secure his brother’s release, but my heart refused to believe he didn’t care about me as much as I cared about him. His actions, his touch, and his eyes all said he felt something for me, but I didn’t know what to believe anymore. I didn’t trust him; but more importantly, I didn’t trust myself.
 
   He took everything I offered him and more last night, and now I wanted it again. I wanted more. His uniquely Ryker scent still coated my body, burning my senses and taunting me with his absence. The ghost-like memory of his embrace as he held me last night lingered in the air, teasing me. The weight of his body against mine as he moved inside me was like an invisible blanket, covering every inch of my skin, branding me for life.
 
   And that kiss…I shouldn’t have let that happen. I should’ve refused him and walked away, but that was the problem. I could never deny Ryker anything.
 
   I slammed my hand against the steering wheel with a muttered curse. What the fuck was I thinking? I’d never see him again. I refused to believe otherwise, and wanting anything from him, even for a split second, was dangerous. “Move on, dammit. Move the fuck on!” I screamed in the empty car.
 
   I knew Ryker was trouble from the first minute my eyes met his in that bar. If my ego hadn’t been bruised and battered by Evan’s betrayal, I would have walked away without a second glance and never looked back. Ryker said he would have found me anyway, but maybe things would have been different. Maybe I could’ve eluded him. Maybe I would’ve found someone else at the bar. Who the heck knows?
 
   I shook my head and white-knuckled the steering wheel. I needed to put distance between Ryker and me. Distance would make everything better. This thing with Ryker, whatever it was or wasn’t, had ended. My sanity depended on my ability to scrub every last memory of him from my mind, my body, and my soul. What happened between us was my secret. I couldn’t share it…ever. Nobody would understand. When I felt stronger, I could come to terms with my behavior and make sense of it, but I had a feeling it would be a long, hard road before I succeeded.
 
   As the trees cleared, I saw the highway about two hundred feet in the distance. 
 
   Highway 307. 
 
   The highway to freedom. 
 
   The highway to Evan.
 
   The highway to my family.
 
   The highway to my old life.
 
   The highway away from Ryker…forever.
 
   Forever was a long time.
 
   I swallowed my heated sobs and wiped the evidence of my tear-stained face with the back of my hand. It was over, and just as the thought floated through my mind, I saw Evan leaning against a black sedan on the shoulder of the road, his sandy brown hair blowing in the wind, and his hands shoved deep into the front pockets of his perfectly starched khaki pants. Even from a distance, I noticed the wide smile on his face. That charming smile used to make my stomach flip, now it made it twist. He cheated, but what I did was infinitely worse. I betrayed him with my mind, body, and soul. Going back to my old life, pretending as though nothing happened, didn’t seem possible. But what options did I have?
 
   I bit down hard on my lip until I tasted blood. “You can do this,” I whispered to myself, even as my mind begged me to thrust the gearshift into reverse and run back to Ryker. We were over. I needed to accept it and move forward, just like Ryker said.
 
   I’d face Evan and my family alone. I’d spent the next god knows how long weaving elaborate lies about my time as a prisoner because Ryker’s name would never fall from my mouth ever again. He may own my body and a twisted part of my heart, but he wouldn’t own my words. “Let the games begin,” I said as I rolled down the window. The salty sea air washed over my skin and calmed my tattered nerves until the numbness swallowed me just as I had hoped.


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   I raked my hands through my hair as I watched the back of Hattie’s car until it disappeared into the twisted vines and shrubs of the jungle. Only then did I pull my cell phone from my front pocket. “Senator Deveron, Miss Covington has been released.”
 
   “Hold on, let me put my phone on speaker. My son will want to hear this too.”
 
   I gritted my teeth, barely holding back the anger I wanted to unleash on both of them. “Fine,” I said through clenched teeth.
 
   “Okay, go ahead,” Senator Deveron said.
 
   “You can retrieve Miss Covington where the road leading from the compound intersects with Highway 307 in twenty minutes. She’ll be driving a light blue sedan,” I said.
 
   “Perfect. Rever’s plane landed an hour ago. He should contact you soon.”
 
   “He already did,” I offered. I wouldn’t have let Hattie drive away if I didn’t have confirmation of his release.
 
   “Mr. Vargas, this is Evan Deveron.”
 
   “Yes?” I responded with thinly veiled disgust dripping from my voice. I hated this fucking asshole from the moment an acquaintance introduced me to him, and that was before I met Hattie.
 
   “I trust that Hattie will be untouched and in good condition.” Evan wanted to sound calm and business-like, but his voice wavered. He’d never be half the politician his father was, which was a good thing. He actually had a conscience living somewhere inside of him. Unfortunately for him, a conscience was a fatal flaw in D.C.
 
   “Are you questioning how I do my job? You hired me to make you look like a fucking hero. Don’t question my methods, or I’ll drag her ass back here and you’ll never get your second chance,” I barked through the phone, refusing to answer Evan’s question. After last night, there was no way anyone could call Hattie untouched. In fact, I made a point to touch every inch of her so I’d be so far under her skin, it’d be my face she’d see anytime Evan or any other stuffy asshole touched her. 
 
   “No,” Senator Deveron said. “We understood the terms. As long as we find Hattie alive at the arranged meeting point, we’ll be thrilled with your services. Evan will have his second chance, and Rever won’t have the opportunity to reveal any undesirable information.”
 
   Asshole. He didn’t give a shit about Hattie. He needed the merger of the Deveron and Covington families so he had the U.S. Attorney General in his pocket—in case the media or anyone else stumbled on his less-than-legitimate connections to the dirty money of the Mexican underworld. It funded his campaigns. It bought his casino. It bought his hookers. “Send your fucking people in here to clean up this place. I don’t want any evidence connecting me to this shit.”
 
   “They’re already on their way. It was a pleasure doing business with you again. One of these days, we’ll have to meet in person and discuss how I can get you to work for me full time. I’m going to run for President soon.”
 
   “I never do business with people I haven’t met.” It wasn’t a lie. I never took a job without weaving myself into the person’s world beforehand. They may not know my real name or line of work, but I made sure I knew everything about them.
 
   “We’ve met?” Senator Deveron’s voice wavered, exhibiting an uncharacteristic flicker of insecurity.
 
   I chuckled, finding amusement in exposing his fear. “Of course. I know everything about you, including your weekly call to that escort service in Fairfax. Your Christian constituents back home wouldn’t look favorably on that information.”
 
   His anger vibrated through the phone, but he didn’t scare me. Nobody did. Unlike my father, I bartered in information. Money didn’t rule the world. Information did, and I had it in spades. I owned everyone.
 
   “Son,” Ignacio Vargas said, putting his hand on my shoulder as I disconnected my burner phone and removed the battery. “Did everything work out?”
 
   “Just as we discussed.” I slipped the phone into my pocket. 
 
   “And Senator Deveron’s connections to the Vargas Cartel won’t be exposed?”
 
   “Not today.” I crossed my arms over my chest. My life as a fixer wore on me, especially when my family sucked me back into the fold to deal with their shit. When I started in my line of work, I loved being the force behind the scenes, manipulating the world to right it again. Now I realized my naivety. There weren’t any good or bad guys. They were on the same fucking team, working for the same fucking goal. The struggle between the righteous and the evil was world-class theater to manipulate the masses into tiny pockets of fear and hatred. After all, it’s easier to control people divided than people united. 
 
   I needed to make some drastic changes in my life. I knew that. I knew it for the last twelve months. I never intended to stay in my current line of work indefinitely, anyway. I always had other plans…other goals, and now it was time to move forward. My untimely feelings for Hattie complicated things, but I had a plan, and I needed to see it through.
 
   “Are you going to stay for a few more days?” Ignacio asked, interrupting my wandering thoughts.
 
   “I’m afraid not,” I said, my voice completely void of emotion.
 
   “I could use your help,” Ignacio replied. “Things are going to be crazy now that the Alvarez Cartel has claimed some of my territory.”
 
   Ten years had elapsed since the last time Ignacio asked me to help him with the Cartel. Rever didn’t have it in him to fill the role my dad had groomed him for since he took his first gulp of air. Ignacio realized that now, but it was too late. Leaders were born, not made—and Rever wasn’t a leader. Not even close. He was weak. Ignacio knew it, I knew it, and so did every cartel in Mexico. He’d never be the leader Ignacio craved. 
 
   “I can’t. I have other responsibilities. My next job starts in a few days.”
 
   Ignacio nodded staring into the darkness. “It should have been you, not Rever.”
 
   “Rever’s your legitimate son.” I could have said more, but no other words were necessary. We both knew the score, but his words meant more to me than I’d ever admit. A black sedan pulled up in front of the Villa. “This is my ride.”
 
   “Take care of yourself.” Ignacio handed me my black lambskin briefcase. Except my computer, Senator Deveron’s cleaners would destroy all of my personal items with the rest of the evidence. Like every other job, I disappeared without a trace when it ended—a ghost with two identities, floating between two countries and two lives.
 
   “Thanks.” I slipped into the back seat of the car. 
 
   “Ryker?” my dad said, his hand braced on the top of the door. 
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Are you going after her?”
 
   “Miss Covington?” We both knew he meant Hattie.
 
   My dad chuckled. “Yes, her.”
 
   “Why would I go after her? The job is over. Everyone got what they wanted.”
 
   “Except you.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You don’t think I noticed someone turned off the cameras in her room last night, or that someone deleted the video feed of the pool?” He shook his head in disbelief, a low, harsh laugh escaping his mouth.
 
   “I don’t know what—”
 
   “I’m not going to hurt her.” His voice was uncharacteristically soft. “She’s important to you, and that makes her important to me.”
 
   Stunned, I didn’t respond immediately, but then I saw the sincerity in his face, and I believed him. “I haven’t decided. I don’t know if she’s worth the hassle. My life is complicated.” My stomach revolted, hating my answer, and I clenched my jaw, biting back the emotion. She was worth that and more, but the layers upon layers of lies and an impenetrable wall of complications stood between her and me.
 
   “So that’s what you’re telling yourself.” Ignacio shook his head, his eyes distant. “I didn’t go after your mother. I regretted it.” He combed his hands through his salt and pepper hair. My dad looked old and tired, no longer the larger than life man I remembered from my youth. I had been so caught up in my attraction to Hattie, I barely noticed. “I still do, every day. She was the love of my life. Time and distance can’t alter true love.”
 
   Ignacio had closed the door before I formed a response, as though he hadn’t turned my world upside down. My mom never found someone to love after she walked away from my dad. She lived in the past rather than the present, constantly reliving memories rather than creating new ones. All the while, Ignacio had a family, abundant wealth, and an army of servants. 
 
   She never complained, though. In fact, she always said she’d rather live alone than be a mistress or spend her life with someone she didn’t love. I shook my head to clear the emotional turmoil bubbling under the surface.
 
   “Good evening, Mr. Vargas.”
 
   “Thanks for changing your plans, Javier. I hate dragging you away from your wife and kids so early in the morning, but I have a flight to catch.”
 
   “No problem, sir. I understand.” 
 
   I opened my laptop and scanned through my email. Fuck. I forgot about my afternoon meeting with Rever. “When you drop me off at the airport, call my brother and tell him my plans have changed. Ignacio wanted me to debrief him today, but I need to be in D.C. by this evening. He’ll have to do it himself.”
 
   “Of course.”
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   “Hattie, baby.” Evan’s arms circled my waist. “You’re safe.”
 
   “I’m safe,” I answered weakly, my hands hooking like talons into the hem of my dress. The idea of reciprocating his embrace twisted my stomach into knots. I didn’t feel safe. I felt alone, adrift. Ryker had severed every last rope tethering me to reality.
 
   Evan’s fingers tangled in my hair and he lifted my face, forcing me to look him in the eye. Guilt heated my cheeks like a scarlet letter. Shuttering my thoughts, I grudgingly held his soul-searching gaze. One of his hands trailed down the side of my face, along my jaw, and pausing over the mark Ryker left on my neck last night.
 
   “What’s this?”
 
   A mixture of guilt, shame, and anger pumped through my veins. I bit the inside of my cheek and inhaled through my nose, pushing away the kaleidoscope of emotions. “I don’t know. I’ve been drugged, tied to a chair, choked, cut by a knife, shot at, locked in a room, and that’s just naming a few of the things that happened over the last few weeks. Do you plan to inventory all my injuries on the side of the highway, or can it wait?” 
 
   He withdrew his hands and backtracked a few steps. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m just glad I have you back. The rest will sort itself out.”
 
   I rubbed the back of my neck. “Can you get my suitcase out of the trunk?”
 
   “Sure.” He grabbed my small, blue hard-shelled bag and transferred it to his car.
 
   “What are we going to do with that car?”
 
   “Leave it on the side of the road.” 
 
   He opened the back door of the car, and I slipped into the seat, pressing my body as snugly as possible to the opposing door. 
 
   “Hattie, I missed you,” he said after ten minutes of painful silence.
 
    He draped his arm over my shoulder and his leg pressed against the length of mine. We’d sat like this at least a hundred times in the past as some faceless driver chauffeured us to and from an event for his father or some charity function. This time, however, our proximity felt stilted and uncomfortable. Evan felt it too. His body was stiff against mine, and lines bracketed his thinned lips.
 
   “I’m sorry I snapped at you. What happened to me wasn’t your fault.” 
 
   He didn’t abduct me. He didn’t reject me. He didn’t kick me out of his life and tell me to be with someone else. Ryker did. Yet somehow, I couldn’t summon any hatred. He sent me away because he cared about me. It was the only ending possible, but the knowledge didn’t stop my heart from dying a little with every growing mile between Ryker and me.
 
   “You can lash out at me. I can take it. Whatever you need me to be, I’ll do it.”
 
   He squeezed my hand. “If you need someone to be your punching bag, then I’m your man.”
 
   Sobs split through my lips, and hot tears burned like lava down my cheeks. My chest felt hollow. My head throbbed. I couldn’t take this. Any of it. I didn’t want Evan to be nice to me. He should hate me. I hated myself. He would hate me too if he found out what I did with Ryker.
 
   “Shh,” Evan whispered, pulling my head against his shoulder. “Don’t cry. Remember what I said when you called me?”
 
   “About wanting to be together again?”
 
   “Yes.” He stroked the back of my head. “I don’t care what happened in the past, and by the past, I mean everything before we got in this car together.”
 
   I lifted my head from his shoulder. “But—”
 
   He pressed two fingers to my lips, interrupting me. “I love you, Hattie, and I think you still love me. That’s all I care about. The rest of it doesn’t matter.” He slipped his hand into his pocket and pulled out a black velvet box.
 
   My stomach flipped. “No, Evan. I can’t do this. Not right now.” I blinked, barely able to see through the haze of tears.
 
   “Just listen.” Evan slid the ring on my finger, and I covered my face, refusing to look at him or the ring. “Here’s what I’m proposing with this ring.” I shook my head. “Hattie, please open your eyes.”
 
   I sucked in a jagged breath and pried my eyes open. “Yes.”
 
   “I hurt you. You need more time to get over what I did and what happened over the last few weeks.”
 
   “I do.” I wiped the tears from my face.
 
   “That’s fine, but in the meantime, I want you to wear this ring, and I want to announce our engagement.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   He slanted forward and leaned his forehead against mine. “Because I want everyone to know I’m standing by you through this, and so is my family.”
 
   “I don’t care what other people think,” I protested halfheartedly.
 
   “I do. I want people to see you as a survivor, not a victim.”
 
   “What does this ring have to do with that?”
 
   He scraped his chapped lips across mine, and I jerked my head back. I couldn’t be intimate with him. Not yet. Maybe never. This was so confusing.
 
   “I need everyone, including you, to know I support you and love you no matter what.”
 
   “Evan, I don’t want to rush into anything.”
 
   He threaded his fingers through mine and lifted my hand to his lips, kissing the inside of my wrist. “We’re not rushing into anything. From the first moment I saw you, I knew I wanted to marry you. This ring symbolizes us taking control of our lives and doing what we should’ve done right after we graduated from college. We’re reclaiming our future…together.”
 
   I wished it were that simple. I wanted it to be that simple. Evan offered me a way to push forward and recapture everything I’d lost. Ryker’s words floated through my mind.
 
   “You’re going to meet Evan where Highway 307 intersects with the road leaving the villa. Then, you’re going to forget about me, about what happened between us, and you’re going to give Evan his second chance.”
 
   I glanced out the window, staring sightlessly at the miles and miles of white sand and turquoise water. Evan didn’t push. He didn’t argue his case more than he had, but he didn’t need to. Ryker had done it for him.
 
   “Okay.” A dull pain clawed up the walls of my chest and nausea churned in my gut. I agreed to give Evan a second chance. So what if the second chance included a marriage proposal. I had already lost Ryker—the only man I’d ever craved more than my next breath. He had burrowed under my skin and infiltrated my mind and heart. Did it matter who I spent my life with if it couldn’t be him? 
 
   A smile split Evan’s face. The old me would’ve drunk in the perfect symmetry of his face and smiled in response. The new me was dead inside, and working my lips into something resembling a smile seemed like too much effort. Would I ever shed the emptiness clinging to me like a shroud?
 
   “Is that a yes?”
 
   My throat constricted until I could barely suck in a breath, but I forced out my answer. “Yes.”
 
   He leaned in to kiss me, and I turned my head to the side instead. This moment marked the beginning of the rest of my life. Less than a week ago, I didn’t know if I’d have a future. I should’ve been happy. Overjoyed. Why did everything still feel so bleak? Pointless?
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   Two Weeks Later…
 
    
 
   My fingers tapping my thigh, I glared at the white stick taunting me from the marble countertop one foot in front of me.
 
   One line?
 
   Two lines?
 
   One line?
 
   Two lines?
 
   My heart battered my ribcage from a combination of too much adrenaline and too much fear. How long did this take again? I scoured the instructions for the fifth time in as many minutes. Two more minutes, and then I’d know whether my stupidity in Mexico gave me the one thing I couldn’t explain away with silence or more lies: a baby. 
 
   I watched the clock on my phone, waiting for the additional one hundred and twenty seconds that crawled like one hundred and twenty hours to expire. When the clock moved from 7:32 to 7:34 a.m., I closed my eyes, bracing for the result. 
 
   Whatever happened when I opened my eyes, I’d deal with it. I didn’t have to make a decision right away. I had time. I had choices. I had resources. I blew out an exaggerated breath and pried my eyes open one at a time. With shaking hands, I lifted the white stick.
 
   One line.
 
   Thank God.
 
   I wasn’t pregnant.
 
   I settled onto the white tiled floor, my back pressed into the door still clutching the stick. Mindless tears tracked down my face, and for the first time since I got home, I felt like I could breathe. Really breathe.
 
   I shoved my fist into my mouth to stifle the sobs gaining momentum second by second. Always conflicted. Relief warred with utter misery. I would’ve died a thousand soul-plundering deaths if I saw two lines, but one line eliminated the last connection I had with him. I couldn’t say his name. Ever. I couldn’t even think it. I’d tailspin into a chasm of melancholy before the second syllable of his name exited my mouth. 
 
   I was so fucked up. I wanted him. I hated him. Even nameless and unspoken, he infiltrated my body like a parasite, weaving his way into my brain. I couldn’t stop thinking about him. 
 
   The way he smelled.
 
   The way his velvety voice sent tremors down my spine.
 
   The way it felt as he slid inside of me.
 
   Pain cleaved through my chest as I strangled in the prison of my self-pity. This was harder than I’d thought. If I’d known returning to my real life was going to be so hard, I would’ve refused to leave the Vargas Cartel compound.
 
   Bang. 
 
   Bang.
 
   “Hattie,” Evan hollered as he knocked on the bathroom door.
 
   Go away.
 
   Go away.
 
   I held my breath, not making a sound, not moving an inch.
 
   Leave me alone.
 
   Bang.
 
   “Hattie?” He yelled my name like a curse. Maybe I was cursed. I felt doomed. Doomed to a life of tragedy.
 
   I rubbed my eyes with the palms of my hands. “Yes.”
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   I wished everyone would stop asking me that question. They wanted me to say yes. They expected me to say yes, but part of me wanted to tell the truth. I’d never be okay. I stopped being okay the minute I walked into that bar in Mexico…maybe before that.
 
   “I’m fine,” I answered instead. Nobody wanted the truth. The truth was ugly. I was lost. The Hattie I knew a couple of months ago had disappeared. No matter how many times I tried to pull my life together, I couldn’t. Too many pieces of the puzzle were missing.
 
   His feet shifted on the hardwood floors outside the door and the floor creaked. 
 
   “I made breakfast.” I didn’t respond. “Yogurt with chia seeds and fruit.”
 
   “Oh. Okay. Thanks,” I said, wiping my nose with a tissue. I couldn’t believe he knew what I liked for breakfast. We had lived together for two years, and he hadn’t acknowledged my preference once.
 
   The door handle rattled. “Will you unlock the door? You’re scaring me.”
 
   My gaze dropped to the stick in my hand. Shit. I surged to my feet and tossed the stick along with the folded directions back into the box. I rolled it inside a towel and hid it in the cabinet under the sink. 
 
   If Evan found it, I would have a lot of explaining to do. I hadn’t let him so much as kiss me on the lips since I moved back into his apartment the day after we flew back from Mexico. He slept on the pull out sofa bed every night, and I slept in the bedroom. He’d know the pregnancy test didn’t have anything to do with him.
 
   “Sorry,” I mumbled as I cracked the door a few inches. Evan was fully dressed, his sandy brown hair perfectly gelled, and his jaw shaved with military precision.
 
   The faint smile on his face evaporated. “Have you been crying?”
 
   I glanced at the floor and rubbed my temples with my fingertips. My head throbbed from a combination of sleepless nights and nonstop bickering with Evan. “No. Not really.”
 
   “Hattie,” Evan cautioned, closing his hands around my upper arms. I jerked away before I could stop my reaction. I didn’t want his hands on me. I never wanted his hands on me.
 
   “I’m fine. Okay. Stop looking at me like I’m going to break.”
 
   He raked his hands through his hair, and his eyebrows knitted in confusion. Then, he shook his head, and his face hardened into a cold mask. “Jesus, Hattie. This is getting old. You flinch if I touch you. You still won’t let me sleep in the bed with you. You turn to the side when I try to kiss you. You treat me like a stranger. What the hell? How long are we going to play this game?”
 
   I slipped by him and walked to the kitchen. “What game?” I asked without glancing over my shoulder.
 
   “You won’t tell me anything about what happened, which is fine. I get it. You’re still not ready to trust me, but you haven’t told your therapist anything either.”
 
   I spun on my heel, my hair whipping the side of my face. Fear and anger skittered down my spine. “How the hell would you know what I tell my therapist?”
 
   He held out his hands in front of him in mock surrender. “I don’t. She hasn’t told me anything except that you haven’t opened up to her. That you’ve spent every session feeding her a bunch of uninformative answers.”
 
   “There’s nothing to tell.” My hands shaking, I lifted the coffee carafe and poured the dark liquid into a mug. “You know what happened. I was abducted, and now I’m home. That’s it. Sitting in a room, dissecting every detail with a stranger won’t miraculously heal me.”
 
   He slapped his hand against the countertop, rattling my coffee mug. “Dammit, Hattie. If you didn’t have anything to tell, you wouldn’t be acting like this.”
 
   I focused on the television streaming the morning news across the room. I couldn’t look at him. I couldn’t take this anymore. Every morning and every night we had the same conversation. It was an endless loop, replaying over and over. “It’s only been two weeks. Can’t you give me time to process everything that’s happened? When I’m ready, I’ll talk. I promise.” I pinched the bridge of my nose and then whispered, “I’m trying. I really am. Don’t give up yet.”
 
   He leaned his hips against the kitchen counter and sighed. “Okay. You’re right. I won’t push you. I promised we’d work through this together and we will.”
 
   I lifted my cup of coffee to my lips, letting the steam curl around my face. “I’m sorry. I wish I could offer you more.” The last two weeks had passed in a blur of nothingness. Holed up in our small two-bedroom townhome, I went through the motions of living, but I felt detached from everything and everyone. Nothing seemed real anymore. I floated through life like a zombie…lifeless, brainless, and indifferent.
 
   “I asked for a second chance. You moved back in. You’re wearing the ring.” He knitted his fingers through mine, lifting my hand, displaying the engagement ring he gave me two weeks ago. “But you can’t be mad at me for wanting more.”
 
   “More?” My mind raced with the implications of his request. Could I give him more? I wanted to move on with my life, but was Evan the answer? I didn’t know. The thought of being intimate with him repulsed me.
 
   He swiveled around and pinned me against the countertop. “Yes. I want my girlfriend back. I want the woman I’ve loved for the last four years back. I want to hold you. I want to kiss you. I want to laugh with you. I want to make you happy again. Is that so bad?”
 
   I swallowed over the lump lodged in my throat. “I wish I could be her again, but I’m not sure it’s possible.”
 
   “Anything’s possible.” He rubbed his hands up and down my arms. “But you have to get up every day and try.”
 
   He was right. I barely left the house anymore. I went to the therapist twice a week. I ate dinner at my parents’ house every Sunday. That’s it. I took a leave of absence from school, and instead of graduating next month, I’d put it off indefinitely. Vera had been blowing up my phone every day since I stepped foot off the plane with Evan. I never answered her calls, but I did send her a text every day or two. I couldn’t face her yet. She’d want answers. Answers I wasn’t ready to give. Answers I might never be ready to give.
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   He leaned forward, his lips only inches from mine. My mind pleaded with me to push him away. Instead, I squeezed my eyes shut and forced my muscles to melt into him. I needed to let go of the past and move forward. That meant exploring if there was anything left between Evan and me. His lips brushed across mine. I balled my hands into fists. 
 
   I can do this.
 
   I can do this.
 
   I tilted my head to the side and parted my lips, pushing my limits, moving outside of my comfort zone. He tasted like coffee and toothpaste all mixed together. His tongue moved against mine, testing my willingness. 
 
   It’s not bad.
 
   I’m not hurting anyone.
 
   I’m not cheating.
 
   Slowly, I uncurled my fists, breathing through my nose. My eyes popped open, and I studied his face. His eyes were closed. He looked relaxed…peaceful even. I counted to ten in my head. Eight, nine, ten…and that was all I could manage for today.
 
   I turned my head to the side, breaking the kiss. “Stop.”
 
   He backpedaled a few micro-steps and nodded. I wiped the back of my hand across my mouth, and he flinched as though I hit him.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said for at least the hundredth time in the last week. “I just…” My voice faded to silence, and I shook my head from side to side almost imperceptibly. “I don’t know.” How could I explain why I stopped kissing him? Why didn’t I want to kiss him? Sleep with him? I couldn’t, unless I revealed the whole sordid story of my abduction and how I still wanted him, the man who abducted me.
 
   “No, it’s okay.” He smiled, his eyes dancing with mischief, and if I weren’t completely miserable and disgusted with myself, I would’ve savored his happiness and committed it to memory. “It’s progress.”
 
   My shoulders sagged in defeat, and I repressed a long sigh. “Yeah, I guess. What are you doing today?”
 
   “I have a few things to take care of at school, and then my mom and I are going to lunch.”
 
   “Really?” Evan rarely spent one on one time with his mom.
 
   “Yep. We have a party to put together, and you know how my mom loves to plan.”
 
   “What kind of party?” I asked, my heart stuttering in my chest.
 
   “It was supposed to be a surprise. My mom wanted it to be a surprise, but I don’t want you to panic.”
 
   My eyes flared, and my stomach somersaulted. “A surprise?”
 
   “My parents are hosting an engagement party for us next weekend.”
 
   My mouth opened and then closed in rapid succession. The edge of my vision blurred. My knees wobbled, and I braced my elbows on the countertop so I didn’t collapse. My emotions seesawed up and down, but mostly down. Always and inevitably down.
 
   “Breathe, Hattie, breathe.”
 
   His words ricocheted through my soul like slivers of glass. “I can’t do it. I’m not ready,” I finally blurted out.
 
   “It’s time, Hattie. Even your therapist agreed it’d be okay to take this step forward. You have ten days to prepare yourself to join the world of the living again. You’ll be fine.”
 
   Panicked, I shook my head from side to side. “No,” I whispered, but it came out more like a groan than a word.
 
   Evan moved forward, closing the space between our bodies. He grabbed my hands, but instead of feeling comforted, I felt like I was suffocating under the weight of his expectations. 
 
   “Hattie. I won’t leave your side the entire night. If you’re uncomfortable, squeeze my hand and we’ll leave. We can do this.”
 
   “I don’t want anyone to ask me about Mexico. I can’t talk about it.”
 
   “That’s fine. I’ll have my mom put out the word.”
 
   A nervous laugh tumbled out of my mouth. “Evan, please, your mom can’t control every conversation.”
 
   “Then you don’t know my mom as well as you think you do.”
 
   I fell silent for a few excruciating seconds as I evaluated my options. I didn’t have any options. I was out of time. I couldn’t hide forever. “Okay. I’ll do it.”
 
   Evan yanked my body against his, gathering me into a tight embrace. “Thank God,” he murmured next to my ear. “You’ll see. This party is going to be good for us. It’s the first step to taking our life back.”
 
   I hoped like hell he was right because I couldn’t stand my life anymore. Something had to change.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   “What in the hell are you doing here, Rever?”
 
   I tossed my keys on the table in my entryway, and they slid across the empty surface, hitting the wall. My home wasn’t much of a home, more like a pit stop between jobs. After five years, I still hadn’t hung a single picture or bought one rug to cover the hardwood floors. In truth, I thought it was a waste of money and time. I hadn’t found a true home since I graduated from high school. I’d been too busy making a name for myself.
 
   Rever shrugged and crossed one ankle over his thigh. He looked like a younger version of our dad, Ignacio Vargas. Dark hair. Dark eyes. A long, angular nose. Same height. Same build. If I didn’t know better, I’d think I had traveled back in time. He even moved his body the same way. 
 
   “I was out of options.”
 
   “What made you believe showing up at my house was an option?” We’d never been on friendly terms. We’d come to blows more than once in our life. We were nearly the same age, but we had different mothers, and that made all the difference in the world. Rever was legitimate whereas I was a bastard. His legitimacy entitled him to everything the Vargas Cartel had to offer. My illegitimacy entitled me to nothing. I didn’t even use the Vargas name except when I traveled to Mexico. In the United States, I was Ry Fallon. Fallon was my mom’s maiden name and the name on my birth certificate.
 
   “The process of elimination.” He stood up and crossed the room. “I couldn’t stay in Mexico, and you’re the only other family I have.”
 
   “Why can’t you stay in Mexico?” 
 
   “Don’t play dumb.”
 
   I folded my arms across my chest. I hadn’t seen Rever in over three years, and I couldn’t claim I’d missed him. “I’m sure Ignacio will forgive you. He always does. This time won’t be any different.” My words were unintentionally bitter. I didn’t envy Rever. I never truly wanted what he had. The burden of leading the Vargas Cartel wasn’t something I’d wish on my worst enemy, and even with our never-ending feud, Rever didn’t qualify as an enemy. He was something in between.
 
    Rever had caused more than his fair share of trouble in the last ten years. Rather than following in Ignacio’s footsteps, he barely showed a passing interest in becoming the successor to the Vargas Cartel. He overindulged in everything. 
 
   Drugs. 
 
   Women. 
 
   Gambling. 
 
   His arrogance landed him in a U.S. prison three months ago for money laundering, and I had to negotiate his release.
 
   “I’m done with the Vargas Cartel. I don’t want to play by Ignacio’s rules anymore.”
 
   I snorted. “You never played by his rules. That’s how you ended up in jail.”
 
   Rever fisted his hands, and he smiled coldly. “You want to be the heir apparent for the Vargas Cartel? Well, you can have it. I don’t have any interest in killing people for perceived slights and smuggling drugs—”
 
   “Exactly. You’re just interested in using the drugs and spending the money. You don’t want any of the responsibilities that go along with it.”
 
   He snatched his black leather jacket off the back of a chair. “You’re right.”
 
   I rocked back on my heels and narrowed my eyes. “Right about what?”
 
   “I shouldn’t have come here.” His gaze drifted to the floor. “For some reason, I got it in my head that you’d help me, but apparently, I was wrong. You don’t consider me family. You never have.” Rever stuffed his arms into the sleeves of his jacket. 
 
   “That’s not true,” I growled. “I negotiated your release. I didn’t have to do it, but I did. I got you out of that prison. I could’ve walked away and told Ignacio to find someone else to help you.”
 
   “You should’ve left me there. Ignacio is going to kill me.”
 
   “No, he won’t,” I said with absolute certainty. Ignacio had done a lot of horrible things in his life, but he’d never purposely hurt his children. As much as he loved the cartel, he loved his children more—especially Rever. Sure, he’d make Rever pay for what he did, but he wouldn’t kill him.
 
   Rever shoved his hands into his pockets. “Once he knows everything, he will kill me,” he said quietly.
 
   I didn’t say anything for a drawn out second as I ran my hand down the side of my face. “Everything? What do you mean by everything?” I finally asked, pushing my apprehension aside. My sources confirmed Rever’s account of the events from the time he was arrested until he was released. According to them, he hadn’t revealed Senator Deveron’s connection to the Vargas Cartel, but what did I know? Sources lied all the time.
 
   “Anna Alvarez is pregnant.”
 
   “Am I supposed to know who that is?”
 
   “Juan Alvarez’s daughter.”
 
   My brows furrowed. “Juan Alvarez…as in the head of the Alvarez Cartel?”
 
   He paled momentarily and then squared his shoulders. “Yes.” 
 
   Swallowing the dread inching up the walls of my chest, I shifted on my feet. “I’m going to ask the question, even though I think I already know the answer. Are you the father?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   My blood ran cold. “Fuck, Rever. We’ve barely tolerated each other our entire life. Why would you come to me? Why do you think I can save you? I don’t have any influence over Ignacio, much less Juan Alvarez. My hands are tied.”
 
    I didn’t want to deal with this. When I drove out of the Vargas Cartel compound over three weeks ago, I never intended to go back. I planned to sever every last string tethering me to that place. That world. That life. Negotiating Rever’s release from prison was supposed to be my last job for them. 
 
   “I need you to help me get Anna out of there.”
 
   “What? How?”
 
   “I don’t know. You abducted the attorney general’s daughter. Find a way to abduct Anna and bring her to me. I’ll figure out the rest.” 
 
   A laugh nearly escaped my mouth, but I bit my lip, stifling the urge. Rever was deadly serious. He actually expected me to fly back to Mexico, abduct a drug lord’s daughter, and smuggle her where? To the United States. It was fucking crazy. Bat shit crazy.
 
   “Do you have any idea what is going on between the Vargas and the Alvarez Cartels right now? They are tearing each other apart as we speak. Dead bodies are piling up. The feud has even made its way into the U.S. newspapers a few times.”
 
   “I understand what that means better than you do.” He rubbed the back of his neck as he paced back and forth. “I’ve lived that life for almost thirty years. Do you know how much blood is on my hands?” His voiced cracked on the last word.
 
   I shook my head. “Ignacio protected you from that side of the cartel. He never made you kill anyone.”
 
   A shadow crossed his face, and he paled. “Not with my hands, but I did it with my words too many times to count. Why do you think I ran? It was for her. For our child. I refuse to continue the cycle.” He shook his head slowly back and forth. “The Vargas Cartel will not claim my child.”
 
   “Why now? Since when do you give a shit about anyone but yourself?” I’d heard the stories. Rever had a gambling addiction and a recreational drug problem. So many women had drifted through his life over the last ten to twelve years, he probably didn’t remember a third of them.
 
   He tugged on the collar of his shirt. “Since I met her. She changed everything. She changed me.”
 
   My eyes flickered to the window behind him. A couple of months ago, I would’ve laughed at his words, but not anymore. Not after Hattie. Hattie had infected my mind and poisoned me with her smile and golden eyes. She changed me, but I hadn’t decided if it was a good thing. In my line of work, attachments complicated everything.
 
   “Fine. I’ll help you,” I murmured as I plopped down into a chair in my living room. Even as I said it, I knew I’d regret getting involved in Rever’s life. Nothing good would come out of this, and if I abducted Anna Alvarez, everyone would know. The border between the U.S. and Mexico wouldn’t mean a damn thing if the Alvarez Cartel traced her disappearance back to me. I’d be as good as dead.
 
   “How fast can you do it?”
 
   “A month, maybe two.”
 
   “No,” Rever yelled. “It has to happen within the next week or two.”
 
   “Things like this take planning. I can’t just snatch her from Alvarez territory and put her on a plane. I need to know her habits, her friends’ habits, her family’s habits.”
 
   Rever slammed his hand on the back the chair. “I can give you all the information you need.”
 
   “I need a viable plan or she won’t make it out alive.”
 
   “I have to get her away from her family and out of Mexico before she starts showing.”
 
   “How long is that?”
 
   “Fuck. I don’t know. One to three weeks. Not long.”
 
   I glanced at my wristwatch, then shook my head. I didn’t have time for this tonight. “I don’t know if I can pull it off. Are you planning to stay here tonight?”
 
   “I can’t go anywhere else. In case you forgot, I’m not exactly a welcome visitor in the U.S. I need to keep a low profile.”
 
   I cocked my head to the side. “How did you get across the border, anyway?”
 
   “The border is more porous than it has been in years, but to answer your question, I used a drug smuggling tunnel from Sonora, Mexico to Naco, Arizona. Once I made it to Arizona, I borrowed an associate’s car.”
 
   My eyes narrowed. “Borrowed or stole?”
 
   Rever lifted one shoulder and dropped it. “The details aren’t important.”
 
   “Out of curiosity, how much does it cost to smuggle someone across the border these days?”
 
   He smirked. “We charge thirty-five hundred to smuggle a person on foot, and eight grand using loaded eighteen-wheelers. It’s easy money. The Vargas Cartel made about six million dollars smuggling people over the border last year, and it diverts law enforcement’s attention away from our drug smuggling activities.”
 
   “How’s that?” I asked, even though I didn’t want to know. The depravity of the drug smuggling business stopped surprising me years ago.
 
   “You leave a group of people on the river bank or an open area where border patrol can easily find them. They draw all the attention while the drug smugglers slip over the border undetected.” 
 
    I stood up and headed for my bedroom. “I have to get ready.”
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “I have plans,” I answered without glancing over my shoulder, suddenly feeling older than I had in years. Once again, I was being sucked into a life I wanted to leave far behind. I should’ve shoved Rever out the door or called the authorities and had him arrested, but I wouldn’t do it. Ignacio had drummed the need for family loyalty into my head for as long as I could remember. As much as I wished I could abandon them, I wouldn’t.
 
   “Don’t you think you should cancel and spend the night strategizing with me?”
 
   “No. I have an engagement party to attend.”
 
   “An engagement party? For who?”
 
   “Hattie Covington.”
 
   Rever’s dark eyes narrowed into glittering slits, and his mouth pressed into a firm line. “You’re playing with fire. This game is going to blow up in your face.”
 
   “Don’t you think I know that?”
 
   He groaned under his breath. “Then why are you going?”
 
   “Because I want to see her.”
 
   “That’s a dumb reason.”
 
   “You asked a dumb question.”


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   “Hattie,” my mom said the minute Evan and I walked into Senator Deveron’s home for our engagement party. 
 
   She air-kissed my cheek, a frozen smile on her face. She looked as perfect and as icy as I remembered. Every strand of her blonde hair was immaculately groomedinto an elegant twist, highlighting her sharp cheekbones and the curve of her jaw. She wore an ivory tailored suit with subtle fringed trim, buttoned flap pockets, large jeweled buttons, and princess seams. She looked like the perfect politician’s wife. She was the perfect politician’s wife. Unfortunately, she was far from the perfect mother, or at least my idea of the perfect mother.
 
   Some small portion of me had believed my mom would behave like a normal parent after I returned from Mexico. Less than fifteen minutes into our first conversation, I realized nothing had changed. She truly subscribed to the notion that you shouldn’t let a crisis go to waste. She scolded me for going to Mexico, for breaking up with Evan, and for being abducted.
 
   “Mom. It’s nice to see you,” I said, taking a few anemic steps away from her. 
 
   As my eyes drifted over the smiling faces of our family, friends, and business associates, I felt nothing. Not happiness. Not sadness. Just a complete lack of interest in everyone and everything around me.
 
   “Where’s Dad?”
 
   “He and Senator Deveron had a few things to discuss before the party gets into full swing. He should join us any minute.”
 
   I nodded absently as Evan slid his arm around my hips. As irrational as it sounded, I wished he’d stop touching me. Instead of saying anything, I leaned into him, pretending for the moment he meant something to me and I still loved him.
 
   I scanned the white flower arrangements advantageously placed all over the Deverons’ home. I hated white. If my mom or Evan’s mom had consulted me, I would’ve never picked white anything. After spending too many days staring at the white walls and floors at the Vargas Cartel compound, I hated the absence of color.
 
   If I had my choice, I would’ve selected red roses. Red seemed more appropriate given the circumstances of our engagement. Red was the color of blood, the color of anger, the color of sacrifice—and tonight marked the moment when I’d sacrifice everything. 
 
   The future I wanted.
 
   My heart.
 
   My soul.
 
   My dreams.
 
   My dignity.
 
   All of it would evaporate into a pile of used up pixy dust the minute Evan announced our engagement, and I couldn’t even be mad at Evan. He wasn’t the one keeping secrets and living a lie. I fell in love with another man, but he didn’t want me enough to fight for me, for us. I may have looked fine on the outside, but on the inside I was bleeding and broken.
 
   Smiling, Evan handed me a glass of champagne from a small round table draped in white fabric. “Here they come now. My dad’s going to give a toast.” 
 
   Senator Deveron lifted his glass into the air, and the low murmurs stopped as all eyes focused on him. His trademarked veneered grin slid into place, and he cleared his throat. “When Evan first brought Hattie to our house, my wife and I fell in love with her. She’s smart, beautiful, and kind. We knew she was the right woman for our son. So when Evan told us that Hattie agreed to marry him, we were thrilled. Evan, we are so proud of the adult you have become. With the love of your life at your side, nothing will be impossible. To Evan and Hattie.” 
 
   Clapping, cheering, and congratulations floated through the air, and I felt disconnected from the moment. It didn’t seem real. Nobody acknowledged my abduction. Nobody cared about my mental withdrawal. My life kept moving day after day.
 
   My engagement party was planned.
 
   Evan selected my ring. 
 
   Invitations were sent. 
 
   A therapist was hired.
 
   My parents moved all my belongings into Evan’s house.
 
   Even my dress—an ivorysilk crepe dress with a blouson silhouette—was ordered and delivered to Evan’s townhome by my mom. It didn’t look like something I’d pick, but then again, neither was my life. Not anymore. I’d lost control of everything.
 
   “It’s bad luck not to take a drink,” Evan whispered next to my ear.
 
   Not making eye contact with him, I lifted the glass to my lips as my eyes scanned the room, but I didn’t take a sip. I didn’t know why. It was childish, but I considered it my final symbolic rebellion before I entered a loveless marriage. One I didn’t want. One I wouldn’t want no matter how many days passed.
 
   Suddenly, time froze. My muscles tensed the minute I saw him, Ryker Vargas. Just whispering his name inside the relative safety of my mind caused my heart to knock savagely against my breastbone. For a fraction of a second, I thought I was hallucinating, that my brain was playing vindictive tricks on me. My vision tunneled until all I could see was him, standing across the room—a wicked smile dancing at the corners of his lips, an island all to himself, sucking the energy out of the room. Our eyes locked and nobody existed except the two of us. 
 
   I swayed on my feet, and I realized I hadn’t taken a breath in over thirty seconds. The shock of seeing him had sucked every last molecule of air from my lungs. Numb, the champagne glass slipped from my hand, and the bubbly liquid splashed on my legs and the top of my nude-colored heels.
 
   “Are you okay?” Evan whispered next to my ear as he wrapped his arm around my shoulder. His mouth swept across the corner of my lips and my stomach churned with acid.
 
   I tugged at the suddenly too tight collar of my dress. “I don’t feel good. I need to sit down for a minute,” I said absently, my eyes anchored to Ryker’s in a silent battle. He looked exactly as I remembered, only better. 
 
   A black suit hugged his muscular body, barely containing his broad shoulders. Rough stubble shadowed the rugged angles of his golden skin, and my fingers itched to trace the strong line of his jaw. His gray eyes were hooded, a knowing smirk on his face. With his legs crossed at his ankles, he relaxed against the wall in a way most people would mistake for languid elegance. I knew better. He was a predator ready to attack. Conquer. Take what he wanted.
 
   With his hand on my lower back, Evan guided me out of the room. I followed his cues for a few steps, then I froze mid-stride. “No. You stay here and talk with everyone. Both of us can’t leave the party. I’ll slip to your dad’s study and sit down for a few minutes.”
 
   “No. I’m not leaving you.” He squeezed my arm. His fingers were like daggers digging into my skin. On some level, he probably thought I’d disappear if he didn’t keep me close. Maybe I would.
 
   I twisted out of his grasp, and my legs moved rapidly, eating up the distance between the study and me. I didn’t know if I was running to or from Ryker, but I needed space. “I’ll be back in twenty minutes. Maybe less. Nobody will notice.”
 
   “Hattie, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
 
   My stomach somersaulted. He was right. Being alone wasn’t a good idea, but neither was having a full-blown panic attack in the middle of our engagement party. I painted an overly bright smile on my face, and the corners of my lips protested their disuse. I couldn’t remember the last time I had smiled. Really smiled from joy or anything that made me happy.
 
   I pushed open one of the heavy double doors to his dad’s study. The hinge creaked. “I’ll be fine. If I’m not back in twenty minutes, you can come and get me.” I waved my hand in the direction of the camel-colored loveseat near the bay window. “I’ll be right there.”
 
   He scrubbed his hand down the side of his face, and then kissed my forehead. “Okay.” 
 
   He turned around, and I watched until he disappeared around the corner. Then, I closed the door. When I heard the slow click of the door latch, my body sagged. Too many conflicting thoughts stumbled through my mind.
 
   Why was Ryker here?
 
   Did anyone know who he was?
 
   Did he come back for me? My heart rate spiked at the thought.
 
   Less than five minutes later, the door cracked open.
 
   “Evan, it hasn’t been twenty minutes,” I said without turning around.
 
   “Hattie?”
 
   My lungs contracted, and I rotated on my heel. 
 
   “Ryker,” I said, my voice barely a whisper as I backpedaled. “What are you doing here?”
 
   His gray eyes glittered in the dim light as he stalked to me. Blood thundered through my veins, echoing in my ears. Every inch of my skin tingled with awareness. My nipples pebbled in anticipation of his touch. 
 
   Oh shit. This was not good. I shook my head from side to side. My lips wobbled. I couldn’t let him touch me. If he did, I’d crumble like Humpty Dumpty. My razor-thin hold on sanity would vanish, and nothing could put me back together again.
 
   “I wanted to see you.” His velvet voice rolled over me like a caress.
 
   “No.” I folded my arms across my body like a shield, burrowing my fingernails into the flesh of my arms, striving to ground myself in reality. “You have to go. We agreed. You shouldn’t be here.”
 
   “We didn’t agree on anything.” With a faint smile on his face, he reached out his hand casually. Too casually. My heart pleaded with me to grab his hand, launch myself at him, and never let go. But I didn’t. Nothing good would come of this. We couldn’t be together.
 
   Like a broken record stuck on repeat, I continued shaking my head back and forth. “You told me to give Evan a second chance. That’s what I’m doing. If you haven’t noticed, that’s what tonight is about. This is my engagement party.” My voice trembled on the last word, showing a chink in my armor.
 
   He planted his hands on the wall beside my head, imprisoning me. “I noticed, but I changed my mind about us…about being with you.” 
 
   His body slanted against mine until his lips were inches from my ear. I closed my eyes as his warm breath billowed along my neck, ruffling my hair. A shiver shot down my spine and goosebumps erupted on my arms. This was bad. Really bad.
 
   Confused and on the verge of crying, I inhaled, desperately trying to track down every last ounce of my wilting willpower, but I regretted it instantly. His spicy, sea-salt scent filled my lungs, intoxicating me, weakening my defenses. I wanted him. 
 
   I opened my eyes, and he was close. Too close. I could see every individual eyelash and the charcoal rim around his irises. “You think it’s that easy? That you can just declare you changed your mind, and I’ll run back into your open arms?”
 
   His eyes raked over my body like a predator inspecting his prey. “I know it is. I can see it on your face. You still want me.” His lips playfully ran along the side of my neck, sucking on my pulse point, and I moaned. My brain took a leave of absence and my body went on autopilot. I unfolded my arms and looped them around his waist. 
 
   I condemned the familiarity of his touch and the sensation of his body against mine to hell. Every slide of his lips against my neck was a pleasurable form of torture. I shouldn’t crave something so toxic to my sanity, but couldn’t resist him. I never could. Time hadn’t changed my reaction to him; it only made him more potent.
 
   The air around us crackled and buzzed with unrestrained lust. My body felt like it would go up in flames any second, even as my ego still wept from his dismissal almost four weeks ago. I was standing on the edge of the cliff waiting for him to tell me to jump.
 
   His hands bit into my hips, drawing me against him. Hip to hip. Chest to chest. Our lips only inches apart, my breathing quickened as I waited for him to make the next move. If he kissed me, claimed me, all bets were off. Everything would change. I didn’t think I could give him up again. I’d fight for him. 
 
   “I missed you,” I whispered more to myself than him.
 
   Then, his lips crashed against mine, and I jumped into the rabbit hole of my destruction, surrendering to my inexhaustible weakness for him. I moaned as his tongue slipped through my parted lips. His hands tunneled into my hair, tilting my head back, demanding more, and I willingly gave him everything.
 
   His forbidden, familiar taste made me lightheaded. I wished—not for the first time—that I could take a vaccine and make myself immune to him. 
 
   To his charm. 
 
   To his smile.
 
   To his smell. 
 
   Fuck…I missed his smell. Nobody smelled like him. It was even headier than I remembered. My senses whirled every time I inhaled. I felt as if I had tumbled head first into his bed.
 
   He groaned, and the sound ignited a frenzy inside of both of us. Static hummed in my ears. I didn’t care that we were in my fiancé’s childhood home celebrating my engagement to another man. We could’ve been in a room full of people for all I cared. My driving need for him made me delirious and impulsive. I buried my betrayal of Evan and our engagement deep in the convoluted chambers of my mind.
 
   I needed him. I needed this more than anything else. It had been too long. We staggered even closer to each other, and he braced his hand on the wall behind me to stop us from falling. I wanted to climb inside him and lay claim to his heart and soul, melding us together like two atoms in a nuclear fusion.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   Everything I led myself to believe over the last few weeks disintegrated into dust the moment I came face to face with Hattie Covington again. How could I keep my bearings around her when my feelings for her crippled my judgment?
 
   I planned to slip into the party and leave before she saw me. But the minute my eyes landed on her standing in front of the room, smiling prettily at Evan, their hands intertwined the slow burn of something resembling jealousy churned in my gut. At that instant, I knew I couldn’t walk away without talking to her, touching her, kissing her, claiming her. I wanted to beat my chest and scream she was mine, not Evan’s. That she’d never belong to him the way she belonged to me.
 
   I wasn’t accustomed to these messy emotions. The turmoil of a human psyche didn’t have a place in my life. In the short time I’d known her, Hattie had succeeded in messing with my head until right and wrong had flipped on its axis. She made me feel something I had no right to feel. 
 
   “Hattie,” I groaned when her hands slipped beneath my suit jacket, roaming impatiently over the starched fabric of my shirt. Fucking hell. We didn’t have enough time to do everything I needed to do. The memory of the feel of her beneath me haunted me since I released her. I wanted to sling her over my shoulder and carry her out the front door. I had to be inside of her again. I needed to kiss, taste, and stroke every inch of her skin. The engagement party and the deal I made with Senator Deveron be damned.
 
   For some reason, I got it in my head that if I put enough time and distance between us, my need for her would disappear. It didn’t work. Far from it. Now that I held her in my arms again, I didn’t want to let her go.
 
   My hand traced the outline of her body until I reached the hem of her dress. Slowly, inch-by-inch, I slid the ivory, silky dress up her long legs. What I wouldn’t give to have her legs wrapped around me again.
 
   “Wait.” She jerked back, dropping her hands to her sides. “This is crazy.”
 
   “I know. We should stop.” Even as the words tumbled from my mouth, I slid my hand inside her panties barely an inch. There was something about claiming her right here and thumbing my nose in Senator Deveron’s face that made me want to ignore common sense. Ignore reality. Ignore consequences.
 
   She clamped her hand around my wrist. “No. I can’t do this. Not here. Evan will come back any second. You need to leave. I don’t know how I would explain this…you.” Her voice trailed off and her face paled, as if the reality of the moment just clicked into place.
 
   I snatched my hand away from her and inhaled a shuddering breath. My chest heaving, I spun around and shoved my hands into my pockets. She was right. This wasn’t the time or the place for this, but I hated Evan believing he had a claim on her. I facilitated that claim, but it didn’t make things any easier to stomach.
 
   “Are you okay?” Hattie rested her head against my back. “Are you mad?” Her small fingers toyed with the back of my hair.
 
   One simple touch and pleasure whistled down my spine. I wanted to be near her. I wanted her to care about me. I wanted her to love me even though I participated in the destruction of her life. I temporarily stole her freedom. I couldn’t delude myself. Hattie should hate me. I abducted her. I tricked her. I was still lying to her. She could never know the real reason she was selected as a pawn in the deadly game between Senator Deveron and the Vargas Cartel.
 
   As much as I wanted to believe otherwise, nothing had changed. Hattie and I could never be together. We were a house of cards. One soft breeze and we’d fall apart.
 
   “I’m fine,” I said, purposely not answering the second question because I was mad, but not at her. I was mad at myself for coming here, for participating in her abduction, for sending her home to Evan.
 
   “Do you love him?” I asked, even though I had no right to an answer.
 
   She sighed. “I don’t know how to answer that. It’s complicated.”
 
   I turned to face her and held my hand over her heart. “I want the real truth, not the truth you think I want to hear.”
 
   “I don’t—” 
 
   Evan opened the door, pausing at the threshold. “Hattie?”
 
   I brushed my knuckles against hers, back and forth. Evan’s eyes locked on the transitory contact, and Hattie wrapped her arms around her torso, snatching her hand out of my reach. 
 
   “Do you know Ry Fallon?” Evan asked, his brows scrunched together. Most likely, he couldn’t make sense of the current situation. 
 
   As far as he and Senator Deveron knew, I was an acquaintance who had expressed interest in bundling campaign funds for the Senator. A bundler pooled contributions from several donors with the same goals to fund a campaign. This loophole in the campaign finance reform laws gave corporations and lobbyists the ability to buy political influence. 
 
   Offering to bundle funds for the Senator was the perfect way to infiltrate his inner circle as Ry Fallon while doing my less than honest work as Ryker Vargas. My separate identities remained intact.
 
   “Ry Fallon?” Hattie uttered. Her eyes flickered to mine briefly, then returned to Evan. “No. Not really. We just met actually.” Her voice wavered. Did Evan know she had lied?
 
   Evan rubbed his hand along his jaw line. “Ry’s done some work for my dad.”
 
   Hattie paled. “What kind of work?”
 
   “We’ve talked about fundraising, but I haven’t agreed to do anything,” I clarified. I didn’t want anyone to unravel the full extent of my duplicity. I led a double life—part of it in the light, and the other part in the shadows.
 
   “You’re right. Now that you mention it, my dad said nothing was final.” He smiled, and then he focused his attention on her. “Are you feeling better?”
 
   Hattie twisted her fingers in the silky folds of her dress. “Not really. Would it be a big deal if I left? I thought I could do this, but I’m not ready to make small talk with all these people.” She closed her eyes briefly. “It’s too hard,” she said, her voice barely a whisper.
 
   Evan’s lips twisted into something resembling to a sneer as he transferred his weight from one foot to the other. “Hattie, this is our engagement party. We haven’t been here for an hour. It’d look bad. People would ask questions.”
 
   She bit her lower lip. “Just tell them I have the stomach flu.”
 
   His hands curled into fists. “My mom worked really hard on this party. She’ll be disappointed if you leave this early. I’ll be disappointed.” His eyes hardened. “You promised to try harder,” he said through gritted teeth.
 
   “Excuse me,” I said, barely containing the anger pulsing through my veins. I couldn’t believe Evan had the nerve to guilt her into staying after everything he’d done to her. He handed her to the Vargas Cartel on a silver platter. He was complicit in the destruction of her life. “I think I should go. I don’t want to interfere.”
 
   “Evan,” Senator Deveron called from the hall. “Can you come here for a minute? I want you to meet someone.”
 
   “Sure.” Evan tipped his head toward the ceiling. “Hattie, I have to talk to him. Join me in the entryway in a few minutes.” He didn’t wait for her to respond.
 
   “Can you meet me this week?” I asked the minute Evan disappeared around the corner.
 
   “I’m sorry, Ryker, but I can’t.” She shook her head. “It’s not a good idea.”
 
   “You said you missed me. Was that a lie?” My voice was intentionally soft, but it didn’t mask the anger burning beneath the surface. Rationally, I understood why she didn’t want to meet me. I knew what I did to her. If she stopped to think about it for a second and pushed all of her emotions aside, she’d run from Evan and me.
 
   “No,” she snapped. “But I need some space. I’m confused. I don’t understand why you’re here—”
 
   “Because I was invited,” I retorted, curling my hands into fists at my sides.
 
   “Exactly. Why the hell were you invited to my engagement party? Why the hell do you have two names? Why the hell are you in the United States? None of this makes sense.”
 
   “I’ll explain all of it later.” I kept my voice perfectly smooth and controlled. I didn’t know what I’d tell her. It couldn’t be the whole truth. I wanted to keep her sheltered from the reality of the way my world worked.
 
   “Later?” She scoffed. “Just like you explained everything that happened in Mexico.”
 
   I winced inwardly. “No. I’ll tell you everything I can.” I always added a qualifier to my answers. In my line of work, it was a necessary evil. I envied people who inhabited the world of black and white. I lived in a world colored with a thousand shades of gray. A world where black was white, and white was black. Hattie would never understand.
 
   “I’ve heard that before.” Her golden eyes narrowed briefly. “I know what that means. You won’t tell me a damn thing.”
 
   I couldn’t force this right now. She needed time to process everything. I plucked my wallet from my back pocket and handed her a business card. “Call me when you’re ready to talk.”
 
   She glared at the card, and for a minute, I didn’t think she’d take it. “I’ll think about,” she said, ripping the card out of my hand and crumbling it inside of her fist.
 
   “You do that.” I crossed the study, my leather loafers echoing on the herringbone wood floor. Everything about Senator Deveron’s house screamed of pretentious elegance. Crystals dripped from oversized chandeliers. Pristine white wood paneling covered the walls. A spiral staircase with a sweeping gilded railing greeted guests in the entry. It was all very Vegas, which was fitting. That’s where he got his start. He owned a casino in Las Vegas before the people of Nevada elected him to be their Senator. Too bad the tentacles of the criminal underworld were firmly embedded in Senator Deveron. He voted in accordance with their interests rather than those of his constituents. “But if you take too long, I’ll come find you.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   I winked. “You know exactly what it means. We’ve been down this road many times before.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   “Vera,” I sighed as I stood up from the table and I wrapped my arms around her. 
 
   I invited her to lunch this afternoon. After weeks of avoiding her, I finally decided enough was enough. 
 
   I expected to see her at my engagement party two days ago, but she was noticeably absent. Clearly, my mom had a firm hand in the invitation process and neglected to invite her. She never liked my best friend.
 
   At first, I was pissed at my mom, but then I realized it was my fault Vera didn’t receive an invitation to the party. I’d spent the last few weeks wallowing in my personal pity party, which gave my mom the opening she needed to sink her claws into my life again. I’d worked hard over the last six years to forge my own path. I couldn’t stand the thought of everything I’d done crumbling because I’d lost the will to fight for myself.
 
   The meddling in my life had to stop, which meant I had to take control and stop being a victim. This morning, I exercised for the first time since I had returned from Mexico, and now was going to eat lunch with my best friend. Just those simple steps made me feel more like myself than I had in weeks. I had a plan. I had a schedule. I would be okay. I could do this.
 
   “I’m so mad at you,” she declared as she returned my hug.
 
   “I know. I’m a shitty friend. I don’t have a good excuse for avoiding you.” I released her and took a step back, a faint smile on my face.
 
   She waved her hand at me, dismissing my comment. “I can’t hold it against you. I can’t even imagine what you’ve been through over the last two months. One minute you were talking to that guy, and thirty minutes later, I couldn’t find you. I scoured that bar and every bar within walking distance until three in the morning. Eventually, I went back to the hotel.”
 
   “I know. I’m sure you were losing your mind. I’m sorry I put you through that.” I settled into my chair at the table.
 
   Vera slipped into the seat across from me. She eyed me warily for a few prolonged seconds. I focused on anything and nothing to avoid the intensity of her stare. With trembling hands, I lifted my napkin and placed it on my lap, taking far too long to arrange it. 
 
   She cleared her throat and planted her elbows on the edge of the table. “Do you want to talk about what happened?” She sucked her raspberry-stained lower lip into her mouth. “I’m fine either way. You can tell me everything, nothing, or a little bit in between.”
 
   My stomach twisted. I missed Vera. She accepted me without judgment. I shouldn’t have waited so long to talk to her. I needed her, and I needed our friendship, particularly now. “How much do you know?”
 
   “Not a lot. I called your dad the next afternoon when I realized you weren’t coming back.”
 
   My eyes flared. “I can’t imagine that conversation went over very well.”
 
   She shook her head. “No, it didn’t. He freaked. After that day, your dad called me twice. The first time he told me you’d been abducted, and the second time he told me they had successfully negotiated your release. He didn’t give me any details. Nobody knows anything. Evan hasn’t breathed a word to his friends either.”
 
   “You asked them?”
 
   She twisted a strand of her long red hair around her finger. “Of course.”
 
   “I thought you hated them.”
 
   “I did. I still do.” She took a sip of ice water. “They didn’t know anything except that you and Evan are back together.” Her eyes narrowed. “Is that true?” 
 
   I shifted in my seat. Then, I exhaled and held out my hand. Sunlight bounced off my engagement ring. “Actually, we’re engaged.”
 
   Her eyes flickered to the two-carat square diamond ring glittering on my finger. “Oh, I didn’t realize. Nobody told me.”
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t mention it earlier. I should have told you immediately.”
 
   She shrugged her shoulders, but it looked robotic…forced. “This is the first time we’ve talked other than by text. I understand.” Her eyes darted around the restaurant as she fiddled with the prongs of her fork. “Can I help with the engagement party?”
 
   “Evan’s parents hosted the engagement party two days ago. My mom handled the invitations.”
 
   Carefully avoiding my eyes, she nodded, accepting my excuse without complaint. She knew my mom wouldn’t invite her, but it didn’t nullify my behavior. I’d been a bad friend, and I wanted to make it up to her. 
 
   “Tell me about it. Was it nice?” she asked, but I could tell she didn’t care about the answer. My inability to get my shit together hurt her. I’d alienated my only true friend.
 
   I swallowed over the lump growing in my throat with alarming efficiency. “No,” I admitted. “I hated it. I hated the flowers. I hated the food. I don’t want to marry him.”
 
   Her eyes snapped to mine. “Why? What are you saying?”
 
   “Evan was waiting for me when they released me—”
 
   “Wait,” she interrupted. “When who released you?”
 
   I sucked in a weighted breath. “The Vargas Cartel. From what I pieced together, they abducted me as leverage to secure the release of Ignacio’s son from a U.S. prison.”
 
   “Ignacio?”
 
   “Ignacio is the head of the Vargas Cartel,” I clarified. “I guess they’d been watching me for a while. As the attorney general, my dad can influence the pardon process. That’s why they took me. They wanted to force the U.S. government to release Ignacio’s son.”
 
   Vera’s mouth opened and closed at least three times before she spoke. “Did they hurt you?” 
 
   I didn’t know how to answer that question. People asked me that same question so many times in so many ways I’d lost count. She scanned my face looking for clues, or scars, or whatever people thought they could see. 
 
   My eyes dropped to my lap, and I brushed my hand over the faint pink scar on my neck. Ignacio had nicked my neck with a knife during a live video conference with Evan and his dad. Ignacio’s assault scared me, but my relationship with Ryker damaged me deep down where Ignacio never could. He made me want him. Crave him. Need him.
 
   I smirked, but the action felt forced and unnatural. “I’m still alive. That’s all that matters.”
 
   “Have you told anyone what happened?”
 
   I shook my head, trying to erase the conflicting emotions, rising like a tidal wave from my gut. “No.”
 
   “Do you want to tell me what happened?” She placed her hand on the base of her throat, her green eyes suspiciously glossy. “I won’t judge you or think differently of you. No matter what happened or what you did to survive, you’ll always be my best friend. I promise.”
 
   “I know you wouldn’t judge me, but I’m not ready to talk about it.” I waved away the waitress as she approached our table. I needed to ask Vera something before I lost my nerve. “Right now I need something else from you.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   I cast a glance around the restaurant, making sure I didn’t know any of the other patrons. I selected a little-known restaurant, but my family and Evan’s family had a large circle of acquaintances. I needed to be careful. I didn’t want any of this to get back to Evan before I had a chance to talk to him. “Can I move into your apartment?”
 
   “Of course,” she responded without hesitation. “You’re always welcome to stay with me. You’re my best friend.”
 
   Smiling, I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “It’s only temporary until I find an alternative, but I need to get out of Evan’s apartment, and I can’t go home. My mom is determined to see me marry Evan. She won’t stop.”
 
   She scooted to the edge of her chair. “Are you going to break off your engagement?”
 
   “Yes. I can’t marry him. I think I’m in love with someone else.” I cringed inwardly, and I lowered my gaze, afraid to see her reaction. In all honesty, I didn’t know what I felt for Ryker. Part of me suspected I could love Ryker. He made my blood sing and my body hum. The other part of me believed our connection revolved around sex, and not even sex wrapped in a nice, neat bow with the façade of romance and sweet murmurings.
 
   “Hold on.” She waved her hand, and the corners of her eyes crinkled as she scrunched her face in surprise. “I think I missed something. Who do you think you’re in love with?”
 
   “This is the part I don’t want to talk about.” My eyes flickered to the side, avoiding eye contact as my insides flamed with shame and more than a little uncertainty. I took a bite of the crusty bread, but it stuck in my throat. “I can’t talk about it. Not yet.” I looked at her, silently pleading with her to understand. “Okay?”
 
   Her lips puckered like she sucked a lemon. “I don’t like this, Hattie. I don’t like this at all.”
 
   My throat convulsed as I swallowed. “You don’t have to like it. I don’t like it either, but I need your support.”
 
   “What kind of support?”
 
   “A two-week date with your air mattress, maybe less. That’s it. I can’t live with Evan while I sort out what’s going on inside my head. He keeps pushing me for more, and I can’t give him anything right now or ever.”
 
   She rubbed her temples, studying me without comment. Then, she reached across the table and gently squeezed my hand. It felt like the vice grip had loosened around my heart. I made another step in the right direction. I was taking control of my future…my life.
 
   “Okay,” she whispered. “But I’m only doing this because I don’t want you to end up miserable and married to Evan or his clone.”
 
   “Neither do I.” Unfortunately, I didn’t know if choosing Ryker would make me happy either, but I knew Evan wouldn’t. “Somebody once warned me not to settle for mediocrity while I still had the ability to chase my dreams.”
 
   Vera raised her eyebrows, her face lit up with interest. “Who told you that?”
 
   I tapped my fingers on the table, debating what to tell her. I went with the truth. “Ignacio Vargas.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   I threw my phone onto my kitchen counter. Not only did I have to deal with Rever’s non-stop grousing about finding a way to smuggle his pregnant girlfriend out of Mexico, but Hattie hadn’t called me in the seven days since her engagement party. I didn’t want to push too hard, but I would if necessary. 
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with you?” Rever sauntered out of my guest bedroom, looking nothing like his usually polished self. When did he shower last? His dark hair hung in clumps, sticking to the side of his face. His stubble had officially turned into a beard a few days ago, and dark circles shadowed his eyes. 
 
   “Can’t you buy your own clothes?” Rever didn’t hesitate to make himself at home in my apartment. He wore my clothes. He ate my food. He drove my car. “What’s next? Are you going to borrow my toothbrush?” I barked, motioning to my jeans and worn black t-shirt.
 
   “Fuck you. I don’t like doing laundry and I don’t have any money. Ignacio canceled my credit cards and closed my bank accounts.”
 
   “How did he do that? Don’t you have passwords?”
 
   Rever snorted. “You can do anything in Mexico when you have money.”
 
   I smirked. “Right. How could I forget?” 
 
   Mexico suffered from a culture of systemic bribery. One summer while staying with my dad, I decided I wanted a Mexican driver's license. I slipped the government clerk ten dollars. I bypassed the written exam and walked out with a license ten minutes later. The same thing happened every time a police officer pulled me over for a traffic violation. 
 
   I opened the refrigerator and snagged a beer. “Do you want one?”
 
   “No. I don’t drink.”
 
   My brows furrowed. “Since when?”
 
   Rever rocked back on his heels. “Since I met Anna. She doesn’t like it when I drink.”
 
   “What about drugs?” I said under my breath.
 
   “I stopped taking those too.”
 
   I studied him, inspecting his body language for any indication he was lying to me. Interesting. He looked sincere. This had to be a first. The Rever from my childhood was a sarcastic asshole who only told the truth when it helped him. Maybe the month he spent in prison had changed him for the better. Regardless, I didn’t have any intention of fully lowering my guard around him. After all, Ignacio groomed him, and Ignacio was a master manipulator. A Machiavellian strategist.
 
   “Have you talked to Anna?”
 
   “I just hung up with her.” He looked pained.
 
   I raised my eyebrows. “And?” 
 
   “There’s no way she can make it to that tunnel in Sonora. Her dad has relocated her to the house on Isla Mujeres. He thinks the Vargas Cartel plans to hurt her.”
 
   I exhaled loudly, hanging my head in my hands. “Maybe she should come clean and explain her situation. It might be the only option. I’m not going to break into a house on that island. I wouldn’t walk out of there alive. Neither of us would. It would be a death march.”
 
   Isla Mujeres was a four-mile island located off the coast of Cancun, Mexico. Smuggling someone from that island would be a logistical nightmare. There wasn’t a quick getaway plan.
 
   Rever punched the wall. It echoed through my apartment like a gunshot, and drywall dust coated his knuckles. “We have to try. I’m not going to abandon her and my unborn child.”
 
   I chuckled even as my blood boiled. I didn’t owe Rever shit. I already saved him from himself once. I didn’t need to do it again. I sympathized with Anna. I wished the reality of the situation were different. “This is your mess. I don’t have time for this right now.”
 
   Rever rose to his full height, squared his shoulders, and cocked his head. “If we don’t help her, they’ll kill her. Are you okay with them killing your unborn niece or nephew?”
 
   “Now you want to claim me as part of your family?” My voice dripped with derision. I raked my hand across my chest. “You have some fucking nerve pulling the family card now.” As kids, Rever never missed an opportunity to tell me I wasn’t part of his family. That I’d never be part of his real family. According to him, we shared blood, but nothing else. 
 
   “You’re all I have.” He had this hopeless, hollow look in his eyes full of fear, fear of the unknown, and fear of the known. I knew that look. That’s how I felt when I threw Hattie out of my life and back into Evan’s open arms. I fucking hated that prick.
 
   Gritting my teeth, I clenched my hand around my beer bottle so hard my knuckles whitened. My phone—the one reserved strictly for business of Ryker Vargas, not Ry Fallon—rang, saving me from answering. Only past and potential clients had the number. I slipped the phone out of my pocket. “I need to take this call.”
 
   Rever briefly closed his eyes, then he rolled his shoulders back and retreated to my guest bedroom. I couldn’t get him away from me and out of my life fast enough.
 
   “Ryker Vargas,” I said, my voice clipped.
 
   “It’s Senator Deveron.”
 
   I didn’t say anything for a moment. I had no intention of doing jobs for him anymore, but refusing a job from him wouldn’t be easy.
 
   “How can I help you?”
 
   Labored breathing hummed in my ear. “We have a problem.”
 
   “Really? How do you figure?”
 
   “Hattie broke off the engagement with Evan.”
 
   My heart stalled in my chest, and then it started beating riotously. Thank God. “Sounds like Evan has a problem, not me. I completed the job. I’ve been paid. We’re done.”
 
   “Hm.” Papers rustled in the background and then he sighed. “I heard Rever slipped back into the U.S. In fact, all the evidence suggests he’s hiding out in D.C. I don’t have his exact location, but it’s only a matter of time.”
 
   Dammit. I should’ve shown my brother to the door the minute I saw him in my apartment. Better yet, I should’ve called Ignacio and asked him to forcibly drag his ass back to Mexico. Senator Deveron had all the leverage he needed to involve me in a new scheme. For some reason, the Senator had continued nosing around the Vargas Cartel and me, both as Ryker and Ry. It was making me uneasy. Hell, everything was making me uneasy these days.
 
   I was playing with fire. I had enough experience with backroom deals and shady undertakings to know something bad was going to happen, but I didn’t know if there was a damned thing I could do to stop it.
 
   “That’s news to me,” I lied as a thousand curses poured like liquid through my mind. 
 
   Strained seconds passed, each one more intense than the previous one.
 
    “I wouldn’t want Rever to be picked up by the FBI or immigration. We’d be right back where we started. Rever in jail. Evan and Hattie separated,” Senator Deveron said.
 
   I took a long draw of my beer. “I don’t give a fuck about the status of Evan and Hattie’s relationship. It sounds like Evan can’t seal the deal. Maybe you should be calling him instead of me.”
 
   “You should care.”
 
   “Why’s that?” I asked, even though my experience told me I shouldn’t say a thing. Asking questions gave the appearance I cared. It was a sign of weakness.
 
   “It’s common knowledge the Alvarez and Vargas cartels are at war right now.”
 
   “What’s your point? A cartel war is hardly a novel event. Over a hundred thousand people have died in the last decade as a result of cartel-related violence in Mexico.”
 
   “Yet, the Vargas Cartel has been largely immune from all the death and destruction. Have you ever wondered why?”
 
   “Please enlighten me,” I quipped. 
 
   He chuckled. “Over the last five years, U.S. enforcement agencies have protected the Vargas Cartel in exchange for information about rival drug gangs. We’ve provided weapons. We helped him launder money, and we turned a blind eye to his smuggling activities.”
 
   “And in exchange, the Vargas Cartel opened its war chest and funded all your campaigns. You basically made the U.S. government an accessory to all sorts of criminal behavior.” I had gleaned most of this information from undercover operatives and Ignacio, but I couldn’t believe Senator Deveron openly admitted the connection. Even after the Fast and Furious scandal revealed the ATF had sold guns to drug cartels, the media ignored the U.S. government’s symbiotic relationship with Mexican drug cartels. 
 
   “Exactly. We have a mutually beneficial relationship. Can you imagine what would happen to your family if the U.S. government shifted its protection to the Alvarez Cartel? With Rever out of the picture, they’re already missing a successor. How long do you think it would take before the members of the Vargas Cartel defected and joined ranks with the Alvarez Cartel?”
 
   I laughed coldly, even as my gut twisted into knots thinking about the implications of his threat. “Maybe I don’t give a shit.” It was an outright lie. As much as I wanted to sever my ties to the Vargas Cartel, I didn’t want my dad to die, and that’s exactly what would happen if Senator Deveron made good on his threat. My dad wasn’t a good man, but I loved him. I didn’t want anything to happen to him.
 
   “We both know that’s not true.”
 
   “I don’t see how I can help you.”
 
   “Threaten her. Threaten her family. Hold a gun to her head. Blackmail her. I don’t care. Get it done. That’s what you do. That’s why I hired you.”
 
   “Blackmail her?” I said, barely able to form the words. Rage whipped through my veins like an electrical storm. If he knew about the video of Hattie and me together, I’d kill Ignacio. I owed him some degree of loyalty, but my loyalty stopped the minute he threatened Hattie. “With what?”
 
   “Everybody has secrets. Find hers.”
 
   I paced back and forth, squeezing my phone hard enough to shatter it into a million pieces. Before I met Hattie, I wouldn’t have wavered for a second. As much as I despised the family business, I never would’ve chosen anyone or anything to the detriment of my family. Now I was walking the tightrope to hell. “I’ll think about it.”
 
   “What does that mean?” Senator Deveron spat.
 
   “That I’ll call you in the next seventy-two hours and not a minute earlier.” I disconnected the call.
 
   “Shit. Shit. Shit,” I screamed as I flung my empty beer bottle at the wall. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   I jogged on the paved path next to the Potomac River. I loved this time of year. Pink cherry blossoms splashed color across the normally staid D.C. landscape, making it lighter, happier.
 
   Over the last seven days, I had reclaimed my life and future. I still missed Ryker, Ry, or whoever the hell he was, but I needed to move forward instead of backward.
 
   I had broken off my engagement with Evan. Less than five minutes into the conversation, Evan went from compassionate boyfriend to complete jackass. Every cutting comment he tossed in my direction only solidified my decision to walk away from that part of my life and carve a new future.
 
   I stopped by my parents’ house three days ago to give them the news. I thought my mom’s head was going explode or spin in circles when I told her, but my dad understood and agreed with my decision. So did my therapist, which I pointed out to my mom on a daily basis. She hadn’t abandoned her mission to convince me to marry Evan, but the frequency of her comments had decreased, which was fine…for now.
 
   I salvaged my friendship with Vera. In fact, she offered to clean out her guest bedroom and make our roommate situation permanent. As much as I loved living with her, I hadn’t decided either way. I wanted to keep my options open and make the right decision instead of jumping into anything like I did with Evan and the engagement.
 
   My professors and I agreed on a path that would allow me to complete the requirements for my graduate degree by the end of the summer.
 
   Finally, I had resumed my exercise schedule. I jogged instead of swam. Swimming laps reminded me of Mexico, which reminded me of Ryker. I didn’t have a plan to deal with him yet. Maybe he’d just disappear again, and I’d never have to come to terms with whatever happened between us.
 
   Despite my determination to avoid him, he still managed to consume my thoughts. Somehow he had charmed his way into my heart. The minute his lips touched mine at the engagement party, my body melted into his, and all my hard-fought defenses crumbled. Time fragmented, giving the illusion not a minute had passed since we were together.
 
   I rounded the corner of the park, my feet slapping against the paved path, echoing in my ears with every stride. Too quickly, the timer buzzed on my phone, signaling the end of my run. Endorphins flooded my veins, making me wish I could keep going until I couldn’t think about anything but the next step, the next mile, and the burning in my lungs. Maybe next time. 
 
   Right now, I needed to keep my schedule. My schedule would keep me sane, focused even. Before the Vargas Cartel abducted me, I had planned every minute of every day. It gave me control of my life, something I never had as a child.
 
   My chest heaving, I bent at the waist, bracing my hands on my knees. When my heart slowed to a normal pace, I walked to the bench where I stretched after every run for ten minutes before I drove home.
 
   I froze mid-stride. Ryker sat five feet in front of me on my bench. 
 
   Shit.
 
   My endorphins evaporated like dry ice. Why couldn’t he leave me alone? Why did he keep interfering in my life? I needed my routine. It kept me grounded…in control. I glanced over my shoulder as I backpedaled a few clumsy steps. 
 
   “You can run away, but it’d be a waste of time.” He stood and sauntered to me, his shoes crunching over the gravel.
 
   I planted my hands on my hips and cocked my chin, feigning composure, even as my heart jack-knifed painfully in my chest. Over a week had passed without hearing from him or seeing him. I thought my craving for him had faded. The razor-sharp ache in my chest told me otherwise. “Why’s that?”
 
   He came to a stop less than a foot in from of me, running his thumb and index finger along his scruffy jaw line. His proximity unsettled me in too many ways to count. God, he looked amazing. I wanted to touch him, taste him, and slip my hands under his black shirt.
 
   “I’ll follow you.” 
 
   I squeezed the bridge of my nose. “I don’t have time for this. I have plans.”
 
   His metallic gray eyes narrowed, a confusing complexity of emotions swirling in his eyes. “Where are you headed?”
 
   “It’s none of your business, but I need to stop by my professor’s office to pick up some books.” I raised one eyebrow and smiled. “I had to drop my classes since I missed nearly a month of school, but I’d still like to graduate by the end of the summer.”
 
   “I’ll join you.”
 
   “Do I have a choice?”
 
   He smirked. “No.”
 
   I rolled my eyes even as my skin trembled with awareness and my heart bled with a ruthless concoction of anxiety and lust. “Glad to see some things never change.”
 
   A jumbled mess of disjointed thoughts twisted through my mind as Ryker and I strolled to my car in silence, neither of us making any attempt at conversation. Words weren’t needed. We both knew he could force me to go with him. We played this game in Mexico many times. I didn’t need a refresher. It should frighten me to be alone with him, especially when I had started to rebuild my life again. Too bad I was powerless to resist him. 
 
   Powerless because of my attraction to him.
 
   Powerless because we both knew he could overpower me…make me do what he wanted.
 
   Powerless because I’d never stop wanting him.
 
   I pulled my key out of my pocket, but he grabbed my hand. I frowned. “What?” 
 
   “We’re taking my car.” He snagged the key, stuffed it in his pocket, and pointed to the black Mercedes Sedan parallel parked in front of my car. 
 
   “No thanks. I’ll follow you,” I hissed.
 
   He smirked as he brushed the back of his knuckles along my face. I ignored the tingle down my spine and the pebbling of my nipples. It didn’t mean anything. It was a chemical reaction, nothing more.
 
   “Nice try. You’re driving with me. We have things to discuss,” he murmured, the corners of his eyes crinkling like he found me utterly amusing.
 
   I folded my arms across my chest and shook my head. “No, we don’t.”
 
   He leaned his hip against his car. “Please, Hattie.”
 
   I wanted to yell at him, fight him. Then, he cracked open the passenger door of his car. I stared at him, unmoving for a few beats. For weeks, I wanted nothing more than to spend time with him. To talk to him. To be near him. Now, I had the chance.
 
   “Fine,” I mumbled. No matter the emotional distance I erected between us, it disintegrated whenever I saw him. 
 
   He tucked my seatbelt around my body and fastened it. “Here,” he said, holding out my key. 
 
   “You’re already giving it back?” 
 
   The corner of his lips quirked up almost imperceptibly. “I don’t want you to feel like a prisoner.”
 
   “Thanks,” I whispered. I sucked air into my nose as his car pulled away from the curb and into the early afternoon traffic. 
 
   “Talk,” I said after three minutes as I tapped my fingers on my leg. The anticipation of our conversation was killing me, second-by-second, minute-by-minute. His smell surrounded me, slowly driving me crazy with each inhalation. I scoured my mind trying to remember all the reasons I shouldn’t want him, but none of them seemed to matter when I was with him.
 
   “I heard you broke off your engagement to Evan.” It was a statement, not a question.
 
   “So?” Heat flooded my face. I didn’t want him to think I did it because he told me to.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I don’t like him. I won’t marry him. I’d rather be alone.”
 
   “You need to get back together with him.”
 
   I whipped my head toward him. What the hell? “Excuse me. Did you just tell me to get back together with Evan?”
 
   “Yes. That’s exactly what you’re going to do, preferably this afternoon. The sooner, the better.” He didn’t sound like Ryker. His voice was clipped, cool, and polite, like we were complete strangers. Ice crept through my veins. He subjected me to his sudden mood changes too often in Mexico, and I was sick of them.
 
   “You’re giving me whiplash. A week ago you kissed me and told me to break off my engagement, and now you’re telling me to crawl back to him.” I pointed at him, my finger trembling. “Well, fuck you. I don’t want Evan. I never will.” I swept the sweaty strands of hair away from my face. “And you know what? I don’t want you either. Leave me alone. I’m done being a pawn in this fucked up game.”
 
   All the emotions taunting me for the last few weeks bubbled to the surface, and I was livid. I had enough. I wanted to tear my hair out, beat my chest, or throw a tantrum worthy of a two year old—anything to stop the madness clamoring inside my head. As his car slowed to a stop at a traffic light, I reached for the door handle. 
 
   “Don’t even think about it.” He yanked my hand away from the door. “This conversation isn’t over.”
 
   “Guess what?” I taunted, my nostrils flaring. I felt like my head would explode any second as rage burned through my veins. “This isn’t Mexico. We’re not in the middle of the jungle. The Vargas Cartel doesn’t have any power here, so stop telling me what to do.”
 
   “Dammit.” He slammed his hand against the steering wheel. “This isn’t a joke, Hattie. You have to get back together with him.”
 
   “Tell me why?”
 
   “I can’t—”
 
   “Of course not. Why would things change now? Why would anyone give me answers? Is this some sick and twisted game? Fuck with Hattie until she checks herself into a mental hospital.”
 
   He cocked his head to the side. “No. I’m still trying to protect you.” He lowered his voice. “I’m always trying to protect you.”
 
   “If this is how you protect me, I’d hate to know what it feels like when you stop.” I dropped my head into my hands. “Do you know what I’ve gone through since I got home? Do you have any idea?”
 
   “Hattie,” he said, his voice soft. “I’m sorry it has to be this way. I’m sorry about everything. If I could change what happened to you, I would.”
 
   Acid seared the walls of my throat, making it hard to breathe. “I’ve lost control of my life, and it kills me. I hate myself. I hate who I’ve become. And you know the icing on the cake in this whole fucked up charade?” He shook his head. “Until last week, I thought I was pregnant. Can you imagine what a fucking disaster that would’ve been? I still haven’t had my period.”
 
   “Pregnant?” he said, his voice distant and threaded with frost.
 
   “Yeah, pregnant. In case you’ve already forgotten the details, we didn’t use protection.”
 
   “I didn’t think—”
 
   “Right. You didn’t think. I didn’t think. That’s the point. Neither of us was thinking. In fact, nobody is thinking about what’s good for me anymore. They only care about how they look and what they want.” I white-knuckled the side of my seat, squeezing so hard; I was surprised my fingernails didn’t puncture the buttery leather. “Evan thinks I’m being selfish. My mom thinks I need to honor my commitment to Evan. You think I should get back together with Evan. Fuck, even Senator Deveron called to tell me he thinks I’m behaving impulsively.”
 
   He turned off the car ignition, and I stared out the window, studying the gray walls of the parking garage. 
 
   “Hattie.”
 
   “Leave me alone,” I said without heat because I was tired. Tired of my life. Tired of this back and forth. So tired I could feel the bags growing under my eyes. “Please. I can’t do this anymore.”
 
   He grabbed my hand. “Look at me.”
 
   “What?” I turned to look at him. Was that regret or exasperation lurking behind his hooded gray eyes?
 
   “You’re right.”
 
   Glaring at him, I asked, “Right about what?”
 
   “Everything. Nobody has considered you in this whole mess, including me, and I’m sorry about that.” He combed his hands through his inky black hair and shifted his gaze forward. The overhead parking garage lamp lit up one side of his face, half dark, half-light, just like Ryker. “You don’t have to get back together with Evan. I’ll find another way.”
 
   My brows furrowed. “You’ll find another way?” I echoed. “Another way to do what?”
 
   Need and tenderness were etched into the hard angles of his face. Ryker brushed a thumb over my lips, and my lungs constricted. “To do my job and still keep you safe.”
 
   “I don’t like this, Ryker. What aren’t you telling me?”
 
   A smile tugged at his lips and his eyes glowed. He was so close I could see the fiery yellow flecks around his pupils. “Lots of things. Too many things.” He opened the car door. “Let’s go. You have a schedule to keep.”
 
   I scowled, and he rubbed the back of his hand across his lips, smothering his laugh. It didn’t work. “Do I amuse you?”
 
   “Always.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   I held Hattie’s hand as we wove through the throngs of people rushing to class on the University campus. She talked about her passion for politics and her plans to take make-up classes this summer. I nodded and smiled where appropriate, but I couldn’t form the words to respond.
 
   Guilt coated my stomach. I couldn’t believe I had asked her to reconcile with Evan. Sleep eluded me last night as I explored my options. In the end, I had decided to sacrifice Hattie, at least temporarily, until I figured out another solution. 
 
   I didn’t deserve her. She deserved someone better. Someone without baggage. Someone not tainted by lies. Unfortunately for her, I was selfish, and I had no intention of letting her go. Ever. I couldn’t imagine not wanting her.
 
   “We’re going in there.” She pointed at a cream-colored structure. “This is the library. I need to grab a few books I have on reserve. Then, we can go.”
 
   “I’ll wait here.” 
 
   She startled as I ran the pad of my fingertips down the side of her face to her collarbone. The air crackled with static electricity. Shifting on her feet, she bit down on her lower lip. She was nervous. I made her nervous. 
 
   She lowered her gaze. “Okay. It should only take me a few minutes.”
 
   A smile spread across my face, and I yanked her against me, keeping our hands entwined. She curled her free hand around my shoulder, and it was all the permission I needed. I didn’t know how many more chances Hattie would give me, but I refused to let one slip away.
 
   I covered her mouth with a searing kiss, conquering her sweet taste one stroke and slide at a time. Her body swayed into mine as her fingers tangled in my hair. My heart pounded in unison with hers. Urgency roared through my blood as our last night together flickered through my mind. The memory of that night had haunted me for weeks—the feel of her silken skin against my fingertips, the taste of her lips, her fresh, crisp scent, and everything uniquely Hattie. I wanted to feel her body beneath mine again as I took everything she had to offer and more. 
 
   Then, all too quickly she pulled her head back. Hattie gaped at me with a mixture of wonder and fear; her pleasure-stung lips parted as her fingertips stroked my jaw line.
 
   “Hattie,” I muttered. “I’ve tried to let you go over and over in Mexico and again today. But this is it. I’m done trying.”
 
   Her eyes glistened. “Ryker, I want this to work, but I don’t know if I’m ready. I need to sort through all these messy emotions I have for you.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”
 
    “This morning I had convinced myself I felt attached to you because of our twisted history and everything would fade. But when I see you…” She shook her head and exhaled a delicate puff of air. “When we’re alone, everything changes. There’s just something about you, about us, that makes me want to take a chance. That may make me an idiot, but maybe I don’t care anymore.”
 
   “I have an idea,” I rasped.
 
   She smiled as her hand toyed with the top button of my shirt, and I groaned inwardly. “Yeah?”
 
   “Come out to dinner with me tomorrow.”
 
   “How’s that going to solve anything?”
 
   “It will give us time together in a normal setting, without worrying about life or death or the Vargas Cartel.”
 
   The corners of her lips curled upward. “What’s this really about? Why are you suddenly back in my life?”
 
   “I’m not done with whatever happened between us, and I don’t think you are either.” I waved my hand back and forth between our bodies. “I think we should explore this. See where it goes. See if it’s real.”
 
   Her mood lifted. “I’d like that.”
 
   I brushed a quick kiss across her lips. “Go. I have to make a call. Meet me at the car.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed. “Okay.”
 
   She jogged up the front steps of the library. The minute the door closed behind her, I pulled my phone out of my pocket. 
 
   “Senator Deveron, it’s Ryker Vargas. Is now a good time to talk?”
 
   “One minute.” A door slammed. “You’re calling earlier than I anticipated. I guess that means you have good news.”
 
   “It depends on your definition of good news,” I hedged. “Good news for me or good news for you.”
 
   “Which is it?” he asked through gritted teeth.
 
   I laughed coldly. “Good news for me.”
 
   “Explain.”
 
   “Did you know Ignacio is a meticulous record keeper? He records every conversation. He documents every bribe, political donation, and every favor or slight.”
 
   “No.” He cleared his throat. “He’s never told me that.”
 
   “I didn’t think so, because if you knew, you wouldn’t be threatening the Vargas Cartel. If the Vargas Cartel goes down, we’ll take you with us. Consider this your one and only warning.”
 
   “And if I don’t heed your warning?”
 
   “Did you hear about the politician in Monterrey who was killed after crossing the Vargas Cartel?”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” His voice fractured on the last word.
 
   “Well, let me enlighten you. They draped his skinned face over a statue of a Mexican golden eagle on the front steps of City Hall. Alongside the statute were two garbage bags. One contained his torso and the other contained his legs, arms, and scalped skull.”
 
   “What the hell are you trying to tell me?”
 
   “VC captura y exucutes traidores,” I hissed, saying the words I hadn’t uttered in more than a decade, not since I watched Ignacio’s personal hit team lodge fifty knives in a man. It was the Vargas Cartel’s calling card. Every cartel had one. “The Vargas Cartel captures and executes traitors,” I said, repeating the words in English.
 
   “Are you threatening me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You’ll never get close enough to me to do a damn thing,” he snapped.
 
   “Maybe not, but I won’t have any trouble getting close to Evan or your wife.”
 
   He sucked in a breath. “What’s wrong with you? Don’t threaten my family.”
 
   “You threatened mine. I’m returning the favor,” I shot back. I might even carry out the threat myself, and if I shared his threats with Ignacio, he wouldn’t hesitate either. Ignacio didn’t rise to the top of the Vargas Cartel by exercising mercy. Senator Deveron underestimated us if he thought we’d roll over and cower to his threats.
 
   Senator Deveron’s heavy breaths echoed through the phone. “What do you want?”
 
   “I want you to stay out of cartel business, and I want you to stay the fuck out of Hattie Covington’s life.”
 
   “Whose side are you on?”
 
   “Mine. Always mine,” I snapped.
 
   He blew out a steady stream of air. “It’s in the Vargas Cartel’s best interest if she marries Evan. We need Hattie’s dad on our side. If an investigation lands on his desk, he has prosecutorial discretion not to pursue the matter.”
 
   I flung my car door open and slid inside. “He won’t be attorney general forever. You’re going to need to find a more permanent way to secure your political legacy and keep your ass out of jail. One that doesn’t involve Hattie Covington.”
 
   “Why the sudden interest in her? Why are you protecting her?”
 
   Fuck. I had tipped my hand. Senator Deveron might be careless, but he wasn’t dumb. “Because the Vargas Cartel doesn’t hurt innocent women.” Unlike other cartels, the Vargas Cartel had a code of ethics. It didn’t hurt women. It didn’t kill innocent people. It didn’t assassinate people for money. It only killed people who deserved to die. Ignacio bent the rules with Hattie, but at the time, Ignacio was desperate to secure Rever’s release.
 
   My message delivered, I disconnected the call. We didn’t have anything else to discuss, not right then. I wouldn’t fool myself. That wasn’t the end of Senator Deveron and his threats. He’d be back, but I’d be ready. If it meant I had to destroy his political career and sell his secrets to the highest bidder, I would.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   By six o’clock in the evening, I was officially a nervous wreck. I had plans to meet Ryker at a restaurant in a half hour. He wanted to pick me up, but I refused. I didn’t know if Vera would recognize him, but I refused to take the risk. Not yet anyway.
 
   “I won’t be too late,” I said. I brushed my hands down the front of the form-fitting red dress I paired with nude-colored heels and a nude-colored purse.
 
   Vera folded her arms across her chest. “Why isn’t your date picking you up here?”
 
   I cracked the seal on the front door. “Because I didn’t want him to.” We’d already had a variation of this conversation three times in the last hour.
 
   She rolled her eyes and flipped her braid over her shoulder. “So you keep telling me.” She leaned her back against the kitchen counter and took a sip of her wine. “But you still won’t tell my why.”
 
   “It’s not important.”
 
   Her lips pressed into a tight line as she looked between the door and me. “If you’re concerned…I mean, if you think I’ll judge you, you’re wrong.”
 
   I glanced longingly at the traffic clogging the street. I wished I could slip out the door and end this conversation once and for all. “It’s not that.”
 
   “Then what is it?”
 
   “I would rather meet him at the restaurant. I don’t want him in this part of my life…yet.”
 
   “But what if something happens?” she protested, shaking her head back and forth. “I won’t have any information.” Her voice wavered, and unshed tears glistened in the corners of her eyes.
 
   My lungs constricted. I knew what she meant. I understood her concerns. I disappeared once. She hadn’t said as much, but she blamed herself. “I’ll be fine. I promise.” I sighed. “But just in case, I’m going to 902 Restaurant.”
 
   She bowed her head. “Thanks.”
 
   “You’re welcome,” I answered before I closed the door behind me. I lingered next to the front door for a moment before getting into the backseat of the cab waiting beside the curb.
 
   Twenty minutes later, I walked into a small restaurant in the Cleveland Park area. Faint music hummed through the air. I scanned the room for Ryker. When my gaze landed on him, my breath caught in my throat, and my insides squeezed. Would I always react so forcefully to him?
 
   My eyes singularly focused on him. I crossed the restaurant, my heels tapping on the hardwood floor. I paused when I reached the edge of his table. Ryker’s eyes swept over my body from head to toe and back up again. A languid shiver traveled down my spine, tap-dancing on each of my vertebrae.
 
   He stood and brushed a kiss across my lips. “You look beautiful. Good enough to eat.”
 
   I dipped my head, hiding a satisfied smile. This dress was way out of my comfort zone, but I mentally patted myself on the back for wearing it. “Thanks. You don’t look so bad yourself.” He wore a white collared shirt with a steely gray suit. The combination made his eyes look almost silver. “No black tonight?”
 
   He chuckled, and his warm breath tickled the side of my face. “No.” He pulled out the chair directly across from him. “Please, sit.”
 
   We settled into our seats. Almost immediately, I felt on edge. I didn’t know how to talk to Ryker in a normal setting. We’d been intimate. I killed a man for him. He killed three men for me, yet we didn’t know much about each other. I twisted my hands in my lap.
 
   “Relax,” he said.
 
   “I am relaxed.”
 
   “You’re fidgeting.”
 
   “Fine.” I place my hand on the edge of the table. “Is this better?”
 
   He nodded. “Why are you nervous?”
 
   I swallowed hard as I scanned the restaurant décor, purposely avoiding his gaze. “I don’t know what to talk about.”
 
   “What do you want to know about me?” he countered.
 
   “You’ll tell me anything?”
 
   “Sure, I’ll tell you everything I can without endangering you.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “So how’d things go with Rever?”
 
   His eyes narrowed briefly. “Rever? Why do you want to know about him?”
 
   I shrugged. It seemed like a safe topic. “I don’t know. I guess I’m curious what happened when he got home.”
 
   “Rever’s living with me.”
 
   “Seriously? How’d that happen?”
 
   “It’s a long story, but basically Ignacio cut him off, and I was his last and only option.”
 
   Surprised, I raised my eyebrows. “How’s that going? I didn’t think you two were on the best terms.”
 
   “We still aren’t. He wants my help with something.”
 
   I shifted to the edge of my seat. “Do you mind if I ask what he wants?”
 
   He sighed wearily. “He wants me to smuggle his girlfriend out of Mexico.”
 
   “What?” I blurted out a little too loudly.
 
   “She’s Juan Alvarez’s daughter.” 
 
   My mind scrambled to place the name. “Who’s that?”
 
   “The head of the Alvarez Cartel.” He tugged on the cuffs of his shirt. “Things haven’t improved between the two cartels since you left.”
 
   I nodded. I hadn’t kept up with current events since I came home. In fact, I refused to read a single article about Mexican drug cartels. After my stay at the Vargas compound in Mexico, the violence, death, and conflicts in the newspapers were all too real for my taste. “Are you going to do it?”
 
   “Maybe,” he answered evasively. “How do you like living with Vera?” he asked, changing the direction of the conversation.
 
   “It’s much better than living with Evan.”
 
   He frowned. “What’d you tell her about us?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   Ryker shot me a hard look. I didn’t know if he disapproved, or he didn’t believe me, but I didn’t have time to question him. The waitress appeared. I hadn’t looked at the menu, which didn’t matter because Ryker ordered the tasting menu with the wine pairing. After she had taken our order, our conversation shifted to small talk about my plans to finish my graduate degree and his work as a campaign bundler. 
 
   “So what do you want to do when you graduate?”
 
   I took a sip of my wine. “In a perfect world?”
 
   He smiled. “Sure.”
 
   “I used to want to work for the United Nations.” Now, I wasn’t sure what I wanted. My old goals lost some of their appeal over the last two months.
 
   He scoffed. “You can’t be serious.”
 
   I leaned forward. “What’s wrong with the UN?”
 
   “Call me crazy, but there’s something fundamentally wrong with an organization that allows countries with repeated human rights violations to sit on the Human Rights Council.” I frowned. “Cuba, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, China…just to name a few. There’s nothing like an honor killing or imprisoning your political opposition that says we respect human rights.”
 
   “Well, it’s a starting point to open discussions with those countries on human rights. You never know. They might change. Evolve.”
 
   “Unlikely.”
 
   “Hey, you’re a campaign bundler. You shouldn’t be so cynical about the political system.”
 
   “It’s because of my profession that I’m cynical. Money and greed rule politics, not ideals and lofty visions of utopia.”
 
   “Maybe you’re right,” I conceded. “Lately, I’ve been rethinking my career choice.”
 
   “Why’s that?” he asked with one eyebrow lifted.
 
   “With my background and family, everyone assumed I’d pursue a career in politics, so that’s the course I chose.” I shrugged. “After everything I’ve gone through, I want to make sure I pursue my dream, not my mom or dad’s dream.”
 
   “And you’re not sure?”
 
   “It’s still up for debate.” 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   By the time our dessert arrived, I was stuffed.
 
   “I can’t eat another bite. I’m done,” I declared, leaning back in my chair.
 
   The waitress placed the check on the corner of the table. “So where to now?”
 
   “I’m going to use the bathroom, then home, I guess. Can you ask our waitress to call me a cab?”
 
   “I’ll take you home. It’s bad enough you wouldn’t let me pick you up.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea. Vera—”
 
   “Not a problem. I won’t get out of the car,” he countered.
 
   This was why dating Ryker would never work. I’d always be wondering when someone would puzzle everything together. I glanced over my shoulder, gathering the courage to do what needed to be done. Dissolve all my ties to him once and for all.
 
   My stomach plummeted along with all the blood in my head when my eyes connected with Evan’s. “Oh shit,” I whispered, abruptly severing eye contact. “We have to go.”
 
   Ryker followed my line of sight. Then, he grabbed my hand. “It’ll be fine. Just act naturally. You’re not doing anything wrong.”
 
   “But…But,” I stammered.
 
   He raised one eyebrow, searing me with his gunmetal gray eyes. “Hi, Evan,” he said as he released my hand.
 
   “Ry,” Evan said through clenched teeth as he laser focused all his attention on me. “I didn’t realize you were already dating other people. It’s been what,” he lifted one shoulder casually, “three or four days since you broke off our engagement?”
 
   I bounced my leg up and down under the table. “That sounds about right.”
 
   Evan folded his arms across his chest. “I thought you needed space to figure out your life.”
 
   “I do,” I snapped. “That’s what I’m doing.”
 
   “Just tell me how long you waited.”
 
   I blinked. “How long I waited for what?”
 
   Evan’s eyes cut to Ryker. Then, he leaned forward, bracing his palms on the edge of our table. “Did you start fucking him immediately after our engagement party, or did you wait until we broke up?”
 
   My eyes flared as I sucked in a breath, but I didn’t get the opportunity to respond. Ryker jumped out of his chair and grabbed Evan by the collar of his shirt, yanking him forward so only inches separated their faces. “Apologize.”
 
   “Apologize?” Evan laughed bitterly, his face hard, his eyes dark and narrowed. “Why? She’s the one who needs to apologize. She’s the one who ended our engagement and moved on five seconds later.”
 
   Ryker’s fist twisted in the fabric of Evan’s shirt. “She’s not your concern anymore.”
 
   Evan tried to grab my hand, but I lowered it to my lap and out of his reach. “I love you, Hattie. I stood by you. I accepted you back into my life. I didn’t even make you explain anything. Is this how you repay me?”
 
   I popped out of my chair, and it tumbled backward. He said those three words with conviction, but I didn’t believe him. Not anymore. I saw a man who loved the idea of us, and what we could do together, but he didn’t love me. “Accepted me back into your life? I didn’t do anything wrong. I was a victim.”
 
   “Did you tell him what happened?” Evan asked, his eyes narrowed into dark slits.
 
   Ryker released Evan’s shirt. “I know everything,” he said, answering the question for me.
 
   “You hardly know him.” Hurt flashed across Evan’s face. “You told him, and you wouldn’t tell me anything. Not a single fucking detail. Why? Don’t you trust me?”
 
   Guilt dissected my heart like a sword. “Evan,” I said, holding my hand over my chest. “Can we talk about this later? This isn’t time or the place.”
 
   Evan surveyed the restaurant. Everyone was watching us with a mixture of horror and excitement. What a disaster. He squared his shoulders and took a few steps back. “You’re right.”
 
   I nodded. “I’ll call you soon, okay?”
 
   Without responding, he spun around and headed to the entrance. He whispered something to a blonde woman in a short emerald green dress. Her eyes flashed to me. Then, Evan threaded his arm through hers, and they strolled out of the restaurant as though nothing had happened. I guess he could date, but I couldn’t. Typical Evan logic. He had the audacity to accuse me of moving on too quickly and act as if I had wounded him when he brought a date too.
 
   For a frozen eternity, I didn’t have the energy to do anything. I exhaled shakily. Fatigue had settled into my bones, and I wanted to go home, climb into bed, and forget about everything…everyone. Tears beaded in the corners of my eyes, but I refused to cry over Evan. He had already claimed too much of my life and wasted too much of my time. I cleared my throat and shifted on my feet. “Well, that was awkward.”
 
   Ryker stared at me, the silence ballooning with every tick of the second hand, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from his. Then, his sensual lips curved into a smile, jumpstarting my heart. He chuckled under his breath as he slapped some money on top of the bill. “I think we outstayed our welcome. Let’s get out of here.”
 
   His lips swept across mine, and his scent swaddled me, soothing my frayed nerves, uncoiling the tension holding my muscles hostage. “Tell me what you’re thinking,” he whispered.
 
   “That I can’t believe you wanted me to get back together with him.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   “This looks amazing,” Rever said, leaning over my shoulder.
 
   “It’s not for you,” I said, elbowing him in his stomach.
 
   Rever stumbled back. “What the hell?” 
 
   I turned off the stove and snagged my keys from the counter, stuffing them into my pocket. “You need to leave.”
 
   He leaned against the kitchen counter, his ankles crossed. “I don’t have anywhere to go.”
 
   “Go out to dinner. Check into a hotel. I don’t care. You can’t stay here tonight.”
 
   “With what money?” he challenged.
 
   I opened my wallet and pulled out five crisp hundred dollar bills. “Take this.” I dropped the stack of bills on the counter.
 
   Rever eyed the money, but didn’t make any attempt to grab it. “No.”
 
   “We’ve already been over this. Hattie’s coming over for dinner, and you can’t be here.”
 
   “I’ll stay in the guest room. She won’t even know I’m here.”
 
   I groaned. “I’ll know you’re here.”
 
   “Look, Ryker, both of us know I shouldn’t step foot out of your apartment. Senator Deveron knows I’m in D.C. He could have me picked up again, and then we’d be fucked. Anna would be fucked.”
 
   He was right. As much as I wanted him to leave, it wasn’t a good decision for either of us. It’d been a week since we went out to dinner and ran into Evan. She hadn’t mentioned him again, and I hadn’t asked her any questions. I didn’t want to push her. She’d let me back into her life, which was good enough for me. For now.
 
   “Fine.” I opened my front door. “I’ll be back in ten minutes. Don’t come out of the room tonight.”
 
   “Are you ever going to introduce us?”
 
   “Not if I don’t have to.”
 
   “So you’re embarrassed by me.” It wasn’t a question.
 
   “Pretty much,” I answered, slamming the door behind me. Hattie and I managed to build some trust over the last week, but I didn’t want to throw Rever in her face. Likewise, she didn’t want to introduce me to her friends. Maybe someday we’d figure out how to incorporate our friends and family into our relationship, but right now I wanted to concentrate on us.
 
   I jogged across the street. As usual, Hattie and I had planned to meet at the bar two blocks from my apartment. We’d been careful to avoid meeting in places where we could run into her friends or family. 
 
   I opened the door of the neighborhood bar. The smell of stale beer assaulted my nose. Dark wood covered the walls. I wove through the crowds of people taking advantage of the happy hour menu. My leather soles clicked over the gray and white checkerboard tile floor.
 
   Hattie sat at a booth in the corner, twirling her fingers around the stem of a nearly empty glass of white wine. Her other hand tapped impatiently on the sleek and industrial-looking gunmetal tabletop. My late arrival didn’t go unnoticed by her.
 
   Like every other time we had met in the past week, I nodded to her, and then I walked directly through the bar to the back entrance. Normally, we walked the two blocks to my car and drove somewhere outside D.C., but tonight she was coming to my apartment for dinner.
 
   “You’re late.” She circled her arms around my neck.
 
   “Dinner complications.” My gaze drifted to her lips. I shouldn’t kiss her here, but I couldn’t resist. My lips settled over hers, brushing back and forth until her lips parted. My tongue slid against hers, the honeyed melon flavor of her wine coated her mouth. 
 
   I stepped back. “I’m starving. Are you ready to leave?”
 
   “Yes. I didn’t eat much today. Let’s go.”
 
   I slid an arm around her waist, keeping her close as I pushed open the exit door. I had taken a few steps when I noticed a man standing at the end of the alley. He wore a long black trench coat, even though it was an unseasonably warm night in May. I shoved Hattie behind me, cursing inwardly that I didn’t bring my gun.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Hattie whispered, one hand clutching the back of my shirt and the other on top of my left shoulder.
 
   “Go back inside.”
 
   “No. I’m not leaving you.”
 
   “Now!” I yelled, brushing her hand off my shoulder.
 
   “Don’t move. Either of you,” the man said, flashing the gun strapped to his waist.
 
   I pushed Hattie aside, and she stumbled, crying out as she fell on all fours. I ran forward, my feet pounding against the asphalt. When I closed the distance between us, I launched myself at the man, shoving him against the brick wall. The air whooshed out of his lungs, and his body sagged like a rag doll.
 
   I wrapped my hands around his neck and smashed his head against the wall, each sickening thud acted like gasoline fueling my anger.
 
   He sneered as his fist connected with the side of my face. My chin whipped to the side. Blood exploded from my lip and the taste of iron seeped into my mouth. The man lifted his gun, but I grabbed his wrist, slamming it against the wall until it fell out of his hand, clanging against the cracked asphalt.
 
   He kicked my knee, and I grunted as pain radiated up my leg. Adrenaline flowed through my body, igniting a murderous fury. I dove forward, caging my arms around his waist, tackling him. Straddling him with my legs, I put him in a chokehold. The man bucked underneath me, clawing at my hands. Blood oozed over my fingertips like black lava from the back of the man’s head. Gasping, his lips turned a faint shade of blue. Violence hemorrhaged from my pores. I wanted to kill him. I was going to kill him. 
 
   Distantly, Hattie’s shrill screams vibrated down the manmade corridor of brick, stone, and cement, but I was too preoccupied with delivering violence to focus on her. Sweat dripped down my temples, mingling with the blood seeping from my lip. My Vargas bloodline craved death— the split second in time when the soul abandoned its physical form, and the eyes dimmed for eternity. The darkness inside me eclipsed the light.
 
   My fist collided with his face. 
 
   Once. 
 
   Twice. 
 
   Three times. 
 
   I couldn’t stop. I loosened the reins on the darkness living deep inside of my soul. I was blind and deaf to everything except the bloodlust crackling in my synapses. 
 
   A car screeched to halt at the end of the alley. A second man ran out of the car flashing his gun. The silver glittered, reflecting off the street lamp.
 
   “Let him go,” the man yelled, pointing his gun between my eyes.
 
   I rolled back, lifting my hands into the air. “What do you want?”
 
   The second man ignored me. “John, get the fuck up,” he spat at the man moaning on the ground where I left him. 
 
   “We’re here to deliver a message,” the man with the gun said through clenched teeth, his body half turned away from me.
 
   I glanced over my shoulder, searching for Hattie. She was crouched into a ball near the dumpster, tears streaming down her face. 
 
   I shot to my feet, angling my body to protect Hattie. I kicked the gun I wrestled from the first attacker behind me, but within my reach. “Then, deliver your fucking message and leave.”
 
   “Senator Deveron said the game is up. He knows who you are. You have twenty-four hours to do as he requested, or he’ll expose you.”
 
   I glanced back at Hattie. Her mouth was parted as she stared wide-eyed at me, her entire body trembling. My chest heaving with exertion, I rolled my shoulders back. “Great. I have a message for him too.”
 
   The man with the gun shrugged, trying to look casual even as his eyes flickered between Hattie and me.
 
   I scooped up the discarded gun and aimed. “Tell Senator Deveron to go to hell. Now get the fuck out of here before I kill you both.” 
 
   I watched them get in the car and drive away. I wiped the blood from my mouth with the back of my hand and turned to face Hattie.
 
   “Hattie,” I said, kneeling in front of her. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Ryker.” She grabbed my hand, squeezing it, her eyes filling with fresh tears. “Please tell me what’s going on. Why would Senator Deveron come after you? What does he want?”
 
   My stomached clenched as I cradled her hand between both of mine. “I don’t know.”
 
   She yanked her hand from mine. “Dammit, Ryker. I need to know. I’m running blind. How can I protect myself when I don’t know what’s going on?”
 
   She was right. “You don’t have to. That’s my job.”
 
   “You can’t shadow me for the rest of my life. Tell me the truth.”
 
   “No,” I snapped.
 
   She stood, brushing invisible debris from her sunflower-colored dress with one hand and clutching her purse with the other. “Then, I’m done.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   She scraped her hair away from her face, her fingers noticeably shaking. “Our relationship has run its course. We can’t be together in public. You can’t or won’t tell me the truth. People are waving guns at me, trying to physically assault us. It’s over.” She started walking down the alley, her heels clicking like a time bomb with every step.
 
   My chest caved. Everything in me screamed to let her go. That this wouldn’t work. That we could never be anything. Rever was right. My relationship with Hattie would blow up in my face.
 
   “Wait,” I yelled when she reached the mouth of the alley. She glanced over her shoulder, her amber eyes glowing with hope. “Okay,” I conceded.
 
   “Okay, what?”
 
   “I’ll tell you the truth.” 
 
   “Everything?”
 
   I scrubbed my hands over my face. This was fucking nuts. Something was wrong with me, but knowing it didn’t stop me. “Yes, everything I know.”


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   Ryker opened the door to his apartment. I paused at the threshold. Once I knew the truth, my whole life would change. As much as I wanted to unravel all the lies, I was afraid.
 
   His eyebrows lifted slightly…expectantly. “Are you coming in?”
 
   I took a tentative step back. What was I doing? Did I really want to know the truth? Did I really want to alienate my friends and family for a man I didn’t know? Could I trust him? My gaze darted down the hall in the direction of the elevator, and for a brief second, I considered running away from him. From everything. From everyone. I could move across the country and start over, become somebody different. Somebody better. Stronger.
 
   “Hattie. What are you doing?”
 
   An involuntary whimper escaped my mouth. I could’ve been killed tonight. Even though I’d left Mexico, nothing had changed. “I’m scared.”
 
   “I’m not going to let anyone hurt you,” he said, his voice soft, almost gentle.
 
   His words should’ve reassured me, but they didn’t. Instead, they made me realize I was in danger. He believed I was in danger.
 
   I closed my eyes and shook my head. “You can’t control everything.”
 
   The roughened pads of his fingers skated down my face, caressing my cheek. A tremor of desire and fear raced down my spine.
 
   “You’re right, but are you willing to give up so easily?”
 
   I opened my eyes and lifted my chin. I wasn’t a quitter. “No.”
 
   One side of his mouth curled up into a lopsided grin. “I didn’t think so.”
 
   He threaded his fingers through mine, pulling me through his nearly empty apartment. I scanned the empty walls, the bare floors, and the smattering of furniture. “This is—”
 
   He shrugged. “Not much of a home. I’ve never gotten around to doing anything.”
 
   I trailed my finger through the veil of dust on a small rectangular table, leaving a clean line on the espresso-colored wood. “How long have you lived here?”
 
   “Five years.”
 
   My eyebrows jumped up my forehead. “Wow.”
 
   “I know.” He chuckled. “Come with me. We can talk in my office.”
 
   We reached the end of the hall, and he pulled his keys out of his pocket, unlocking a dark-walnut paneled door.
 
   “Why the secrecy?” I asked, stepping into the room.
 
   “I don’t like anyone going through my papers. Sit.” He motioned to a chair in front of his desk.
 
   “So formal,” I said. As I settled into the chair, a giggle escaped out of my mouth, more from nerves than the situation. The rich smell of worn leather enveloped me.
 
   He pulled a file folder out of a desk drawer and settled into lounge chair behind the desk. “Did you tell Evan anything about us?”
 
   “No. I haven’t talked to him since that night at the restaurant.” His eyes narrowed. “I know I promised to call him, but I haven’t done it. I didn’t know what to say to him.”
 
   He opened the file folder, but I couldn’t see anything. “What about Vera?”
 
   “Nothing. I swear. Except—”
 
   “Except what?”
 
   Blood flooded my cheeks. “I told her I was seeing someone, but I refused to tell her any details about you or us.”
 
   “You didn’t tell anyone else? A therapist? Maybe you wrote something in a diary or a journal.”
 
   “No.” Then, I remembered the pregnancy test I never removed from cabinet underneath the sink. My stomach dropped. “Well, I took a pregnancy test. I hid it under the bathroom sink at Evan’s apartment. I didn’t want to put it in the trash, but then I forgot about it.”
 
   Ryker leaned back in his chair. “He’d think it was his.”
 
   “No, he wouldn’t. We haven’t…” My voice trailed off. I didn’t want to have this conversation with him. “Just no.”
 
   “What I tell you right now cannot go anywhere. You can’t tell your family. You can’t tell Vera, and you certainly can’t confront Evan or his family.”
 
   I nodded, and he slid a piece of paper across the desk. “What’s this?”
 
   “A wire transfer from Senator Deveron to me.”
 
   I scanned the paper. “Five hundred thousand dollars? What’s this for?”
 
   “Check the date?”
 
   “March 1.”
 
   “What happened around then?”
 
   I shifted closer, leaning my elbows on his desk as I shook my head, laboring to remember every detail. “Nothing.” I cocked my head to the side. “I broke up with Evan right around that time, and you know what happened after that. I went to Mexico with Vera for Spring Break, then you…” My heart sputtered as pieces of the puzzle shifted in my mind.
 
   Ryker stood up and walked around the corner of the desk, pausing in front of me with his hands shoved deep into his pockets. “Then I found you in that bar in Mexico.”
 
   The air exploded out of my lungs like I’d been kicked in the gut, and the room tilted. I clutched the edge of the desk, suffocating on the noxious fumes of betrayal. “Did…” I blinked, stalling for time. 
 
   Please don’t be true.
 
   With deadened hands, I rubbed my temples. “Did Senator Deveron pay you to abduct me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   One simple word. By itself, it was innocuous, innocent even, but it felt like he had pulled the safety pin on a grenade and fractured my life into a million pieces. I jumped out of the chair like a jack in the box.
 
   “No,” I yelled. “It’s not true. He wouldn’t do that. It doesn’t make sense. Evan would never let him.” Ryker shook his head, his face lined with pity. I felt sick. My hands shook. My heart pounded against my chest like a battering ram. Then, my knees buckled like a folding chair.
 
   Ryker caught me, his fingers digging into my upper arms. “Breathe, Hattie. Breathe.”
 
   I didn’t want to breathe. I didn’t want to open my eyes. I wanted it all to go away. I wanted to disappear. Fade away. “Why? Tell me why, Ryker.” I swallowed against the surge of nausea, contorting my stomach into a pretzel. God, I fucking hurt everywhere.
 
   His hand moved up and down my back, and he kissed the top of my head. “They need you. They need your dad, but I think you already know this part. I told you all of this in Mexico, but I omitted the names of the parties involved.”
 
   Squeezing my eyes shut, I skimmed through the murky conversations with Ryker and Ignacio. Then, it hit me. According to Ignacio, Rever had offered information about politicians and businessmen affiliated with the Vargas Cartel in exchange for prosecutorial immunity. He needed leverage to stop it from happening. So did Senator Deveron. I tilted up my head, searching Ryker’s face. 
 
   “Senator Deveron has connections to the Vargas Cartel.” It wasn’t a question. It was a statement, but the minute I said it, I realized it was the absolute truth. Deep down maybe I knew all along. Ignacio and Ryker had given me enough hints, but I refused to see the truth. The truth butchered me.
 
   Ryker nodded. “It started fifteen years ago. Senator Deveron’s Las Vegas casino was on the verge of bankruptcy. Ignacio propositioned him. Ignacio needed a way to launder drug money, and Senator Deveron needed a quick cash infusion. It made sense for both of them. When President Felipe Calderón took power in 2006, he declared war on the drug cartels. The Vargas Cartel experienced significant losses. Senator Deveron needed the Vargas Cartel’s money to keep his casino afloat, but he also wanted more power and influence, so he ran for Senate. The Vargas Cartel funneled money to his campaign through dummy corporations, campaign bundlers, and non-profits with the understanding that he’d use his power to help the cartel.”
 
   “So you’re saying Senator Deveron is a puppet of the Vargas Cartel.”
 
   “No, more like they have a symbiotic relationship. Senator Deveron uses his position to block the U.S. from interfering with the Vargas Cartel’s trafficking activities, and he blocks active prosecution of the cartel’s top officials.”
 
   “Oh my God,” I whispered. 
 
   “The Vargas Cartel supplies ninety percent of the drugs that enter Nevada, and it has a significant presence in the western United States.” 
 
    Dazed, I stepped out of his embrace and walked to the window, my back facing him. “I didn’t realize that.” I stared at the lights flickering in the inky sky. “I don’t know why they need my dad or me. It sounds like Senator Deveron can take care of himself. He has all the power and connections he needs.”
 
   “Rever leaked some information implicating Senator Deveron, but reports of his connection to the Vargas Cartel have been bubbling up for the last two years. He needs a way to stop the inevitable.” 
 
   His hands dropped on my shoulders, and part of me wanted to push him away. Push everyone away. I was utterly exhausted. My mind spun in circles as I struggled to unravel fiction and truth. 
 
   “What are you saying?”
 
   “If you marry Evan, your dad would have a strong incentive to kill any investigation that landed on his desk.”
 
   A shiver trickled down my spine, and I felt cold…so fucking cold. Frost crawled through my body, numbing every cell in its path. I didn’t think I’d ever be warm again. “Ah, I see.” Avoiding Ryker’s heated stare, I crossed the room and snagged my purse off the chair. 
 
   “What do you see?”
 
   “Evan strung me along all this time for what I could offer his family. You abducted me for money, and then you wanted me to get back together with Evan last week for what reason? More money? To help the Vargas Cartel smuggle more drugs?”
 
   “Hattie.” He grabbed my hand, but I slapped it away. The sound of flesh hitting flesh echoed through the room.
 
   “Don’t touch me,” I spat through clenched teeth. “All week, I had this internal debate running in my head whether we could actually make this work between us. I twisted reality. I distorted the facts, and somehow I convinced myself if we wanted it enough, we’d figure it out. We could be together.”
 
   “We can.”
 
   I scoffed. “No, you’re wrong. You were ready to let me go last week. Why should I believe you won’t change your mind when a better offer comes along?” I sucked in a deep breath, willing the tears to disappear from the corner of my eyes. Willing my heart to freeze over and become an impenetrable wall of icy disdain. Willing myself to evolve from the pathetically gullible pawn I’d become into someone stronger. Smarter. Braver.
 
   “Because I choose you. I choose you over the safety of my family and over everything I’ve worked for. I refused to help him. Why do you think he came after me today?” I shrugged. “I told him to leave you alone.”
 
   I blew my bangs out of my eyes. “Right. For now. For today.”
 
   “I’m not letting you go again. I’m done fighting what’s happening between us. We’re in this together. To the end. This bullshit with Senator Deveron and the Vargas Cartel will fade away, but what I feel for you won’t. I realize that now.”
 
   “I have to go. This is too much,” I said, taking a half step to the door, my head shaking back and forth, but I didn’t want to leave. I never wanted to leave him. A few pretty words and my anger disintegrated like a sandcastle in a windstorm. How did he do that? From the moment I saw him in that bar I was a goner. My body chose him over and over, even when my mind begged me to hate him. 
 
   His head whipped toward mine, his eyes blistering with passion. “Senator Deveron threatened to withdraw the protection of the U.S. government from the Vargas Cartel and align with the Alvarez Cartel.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and leaned against the desk. “That doesn’t make sense. The U.S. government doesn’t protect or align with drug cartels.”
 
   One of his dark eyebrows lifted ever so slightly. “Don’t be naïve. Of course they do. The U.S. government, through the ICE, ATF, and DEA, have a record of providing benefits and immunity to cartels—particularly the Vargas Cartel—in exchange for receiving information against other cartels. What do you think the ‘Fast and Furious’ gun-running program to Mexican cartels paid for by the U.S. taxpayers was about?”
 
   I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I don’t get it. Why would the U.S. government do that?”
 
   His mouth twisted, and his hand sliced through the air. “Because everything is never as simple as it seems on the surface. Nothing is black and white, especially when it comes to the government. Some insiders think the CIA actually orchestrates the global narcotics trade and facilitates laundering the profits.”
 
   Tensing inwardly, I squeezed my purse until my knuckles whitened. “That’s crazy.”
 
   Sighing, he said, “Maybe, maybe not, but do you realize what would happen to my family if the U.S. government threw its resources behind the Alvarez Cartel?”
 
   “The Vargas Cartel would make less money,” I mocked.
 
   Ryker slammed his open palm against the desk, frustration etched into every line of his face. “No. I wish that were all it meant. Wouldn’t that be simple?”
 
   I balled my hands into fists. “Then what?”
 
   Ryker raked his hands through his already disheveled hair, bringing attention to his bloodied and cracked knuckles. “The U.S. government would supply a steady stream of AK-47s to the Alvarez Cartel, along with other small favors that would give them the advantage. They’d finally have the manpower and weapons to overpower the Vargas Cartel.”
 
   “Ignacio will figure it out. He’s a survivor. He said as much to me many times,” I spat, packing as much disdain as possible into my words.
 
   “No, he won’t. He won’t last three months,” he countered, his voice harsh.
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked, struggling to make my face as expressionless as possible.
 
   “He’ll be killed, or the U.S. Government would indict him on drug trafficking charges along with a hundred other things.”
 
   Remorse trickled through my veins, but I clamped down on the emotion before it took root. Even though I didn’t like Ignacio, I didn’t want Ryker to suffer. “You really believe that would happen?”
 
   Ryker exhaled loudly, deep lines bracketing his mouth. “I know it would. Senator Deveron told me as much. The minute he rips the veil from the Vargas Cartel, it’s over.”
 
   “So what are you going to do?”
 
   “I’m not going to hand you over to Evan or Senator Deveron, if that’s what you’re asking. I tried, but I’m too selfish to give you up.” His voice was simultaneously soft and rough, like the syrupy nectar dripping from the prickly blue agave plant.
 
   Relief coursed through me. “You’re not?”
 
   “No.” He grabbed my hand, threading his fingers through mine, and this time I didn’t resist. “I told you. I choose you. I want you. We’re going to make this work.”
 
   I chewed on my lower lip. “Then what’s going to happen?”
 
   “If he follows through with his threats, I’ll take him down.”
 
   “How would you do that?”
 
   He shrugged, but his metallic eyes glittered with anger. “I’ll expose him.”
 
   “Does he know that?”
 
   Ryker rubbed the back of his neck, and the muscles in his jaw constricted. “He knows. I told him.”
 
   I gazed at him for a few agonizing beats, processing the implications of his words while my heart splintered. I hooked my arms around his neck to steady my anxiety as a puzzled frown creased my forehead. “Won’t that mean exposing you and your family too?”
 
   He hauled me against his chest, eliminating any space between our bodies, and a frisson of desire zipped through my nerve endings. “It might, but I’m more concerned with keeping you safe. I’ll figure out the rest as we go.”
 
   I nodded, inhaling his scent, absorbing his nearness. Being around him, touching him, made me feel safe again. I wanted to forget about all the dirty details he confessed and trust Ryker to make everything right. He said he’d take care of it, and he hadn’t let me down yet. Blindly believing him might make me naïve, but I didn’t want to worry about it right then. “What now?” I whispered as I pressed soft kisses against the thick column of his neck.
 
   “I want to take a shower, and then I believe I owe you dinner.” His face radiated intensity, desire, and something primal. Suddenly, the air crackled with lust instead of anger and betrayal. 
 
   With a tremulous smile, I brushed the pads of my fingers over the cut on his lower lip. “Okay.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   Without second-guessing myself, I guided Hattie into the bathroom with me, my hand pressed into the small of her back. All week I wanted to move beyond a few heated kisses, but I’d been waiting. For what? I didn’t know. The right moment. With the way things were going, I didn’t think it’d ever happen, but it was virtually impossible for me to walk away from her and never look back. She had chiseled her way into my heart, infecting me with her smile, long legs, and her golden, cat-like eyes.
 
   I closed the bathroom door behind us and turned on the shower. She leaned against the bathroom counter as I scrubbed the blood from my hands. Steam filled the bathroom, fogging the mirrors and sheltering us from the outside world.
 
   I unbuttoned my shirt and tossed it on the floor. My shoes, socks, pants, and boxer briefs followed. She still hadn’t moved, but her eyes tracked my movements beneath the fringe of her lashes. With her lips pursed into a straight line and two deep grooves between her brows, she looked conflicted, as if she didn’t know if she wanted to stay or go. She didn’t need to worry. She was definitely staying. I’d already decided. She just didn’t know it yet. I needed to claim her again, remind her she was mine. But more than anything, I needed to be inside of her again. It’d been too long.
 
   Not allowing her to fight the magnetic pull between us, I trapped her against the bathroom counter with my hips and framed her face with my hands. Suspended in the moment, steam billowed around us as my lips hovered just inches from hers, and then I pulled her toward me. When my lips crashed against hers, a muffled moan escaped her lips, throwing fuel on the lust I barely held in check over the past week. Damn, I missed her. I had tried to close the box on our time together, compartmentalizing it and burying it, but it never disappeared. It never faded.
 
   My tongue curled around hers, rough and demanding, taking her, showing her she was mine. I didn’t hold anything back. The fruity taste of her wine lingered in her mouth. Her breathing accelerated in time with mine, and my stomach tightened with desire. By some sick twist of fate, we were meant to be together, and I intended to take advantage it. 
 
   I unzipped the back her dress as I kissed the smooth skin of her neck and her collarbone, savoring her, consuming her, and biting her. Her yellow shift dress pooled at her feet and my breath splintered. She looked even more beautiful than I remembered.
 
   Golden skin.
 
   Long toned legs.
 
   Perfectly molded curves.
 
   The seductive upward tilt of her lips.
 
   Right then, I realized she owned me long before we exchanged a single word in that bar in Mexico. Now, the damage was complete. I was hooked. Addicted. Obsessed. Strung out for her, and I couldn’t force myself to regret it.
 
   Not wasting a single second, I reached around the curve of her waist and unhooked her bra. I bit back a groan as the black lace slid off her body, exposing her pebbled nipples. I slipped her matching panties down her legs, trailing my fingers along the contours of her legs. Goosebumps tumbled like dominos down her arms and legs. And fuck if that didn’t make me twice as hard as I was thirty seconds earlier.
 
   Gathering her close, I pressed my lips against hers again as I blindly guided her to the shower. We bumped into the hamper, the shower door, and I nearly tripped over the shower curb, but none of it mattered as the hot water poured over our bodies and the steam clouded our already lust muddled vision. This moment was about us. Not Senator Deveron. Not Evan. Not the Vargas Cartel. Just us.
 
   I moved my palms along the soft angles of her body, tracing every curve, swell, and dip. I couldn’t get enough of her.
 
   Breasts.
 
   Waist.
 
   Hips.
 
   Navel.
 
   The curve of her backside.
 
   All of it perfect. Perfect for me.
 
   And then I cupped her mound, rubbing her, caressing her, teasing her everywhere but where we both wanted me to go. She rocked against my hand as whimpers and disjointed pleas spilled like water from her mouth.
 
   “Shh,” I said, touching my fingertips to her lips. Her breath was jagged, heated, and electric against my skin. “I’ll take care of you.”
 
   I slid one finger inside of her, then two, gliding my fingers back and forth. Her head tipped up, arching her body forward, like a pagan offering. The Roman goddess, Venus, in the flesh. I pulled her nipple in my mouth, sucking her until a fractured gasp fell from her parted lips. Like someone struck a match, my insides lit on fire.
 
   “More,” she whispered. I moved to the other nipple, sucking, biting, and giving it equal attention. Equal love. Her entire body tensed, vibrating with desire. She was close. So fucking close, and I didn’t want her to go over the edge yet. I needed to explore and taste every inch of her, bringing her to the brink over and over until she couldn’t imagine life without me. I pulled my fingers from her wet heat.
 
   “No,” she murmured, her eyes popping open, glazed, dilated, and a little confused. She was adorable and she was mine. Nothing would separate us again. I didn’t care what I had to do to keep her. I’d do it without a second thought. I was done playing games. I was done fixing the problems of the greed-corrupted, power-obsessed one percent of the population. I wanted to live my life, and that life would include Hattie. 
 
   Even without Hattie in my life, my career as a fixer had come to an end. My cover was blown. My confrontation with Senator Deveron’s men illustrated that fact loud and clear. It wouldn’t be long before the rest of the world connected the dots between Ry Fallon the campaign bundler and Ryker Vargas the fixer.
 
   I lifted one of her knees, propping it on the marble shower bench. Her hands clamped around my shoulders, digging into my skin. I kneeled in front of her, and her hands knotted in the wet strands of my hair.
 
   My eyes never left hers as my hands slid up her thighs. A red tinge colored her cheeks. I flicked my tongue along her opening, tasting her, worshipping her, and devouring her honeyed pleasure until her sighs and moans echoed like a sonata off the marbled walls. She was flushed and shaking, and I was harder than I ever remembered as she cried out her release. Her knees buckled. I steadied her with my hands as I kissed her hipbone, her navel, skimming my mouth up her torso, reacquainting myself with every detail of her body. I wrapped her legs around my waist and turned off the shower.
 
   She buried her head in the crook of my neck. “Where are we going?”
 
   “To bed.”
 
   “Mm,” she hummed. The simple sound vibrated like an electrical current through my body. 
 
   Without turning on the bedroom light, I placed her on my bed and grabbed a condom from the nightstand. As I rolled it on, I watched the way the moonlight from the window danced over her skin. Being with this woman did crazy things to me.
 
   I crawled onto the bed and guided her onto her back. I spread her legs one at a time, positioning her so she was open and waiting for me. I traced the lines of her face with my fingers, committing every angle to memory. My mouth closed over hers, taking pleasure in the sweet taste of her mouth. Our hips rocked together, and my cock slid back and forth against her entrance. Each pass along her sex extracted a needy whimper from her parted lips. One flex of my hips and I could be buried deep inside of her, but I held back.
 
   “Please,” she whispered as her fingernails dug into my back, trying to guide me inside of her.
 
   My tip penetrated her sex an inch, and I gritted my teeth to stop myself from thrusting into her. I wanted to draw out every second of this reunion. I never wanted it to end.
 
   “I’m dying here. It’s been so long,” she pleaded as I pulled out again. 
 
   “I know,” I growled, slowly moving inside of her again, just halfway. Her walls twitched around me, and I bit the inside of my cheek.
 
   “Ohh.” Her hands clawed at the sheets, and her hips lurched off the bed in invitation. “That’s perfect. Keep going.”
 
   Satisfaction rushed through my veins. Sweat beaded my brow, and I couldn’t hold back any longer. I couldn’t deny her or myself for one more second. I slammed into her, giving her everything I had. Taking more than my share. A long groan burst from my mouth.
 
   Without much effort, our hips synchronized like we’d done this hundreds of times. God knows, I had replayed every moment I was inside of her at least a hundred times over the past month.
 
   I sucked on the top of her collarbone, branding her as mine. The thought fueled my need for her. I gripped her hips as I pounded into her. She circled her legs around my waist, pulling me deeper and deeper, meeting me thrust for thrust until we were two halves of a whole.
 
   The bed frame squeaked. The headboard crashed with methodical repetition against the wall. Vaguely, I remembered Rever in the guest bedroom adjacent to mine, and the open blinds. I couldn’t bring myself to care about any of it. The way her walls contracted around me and the tension building at the base of my spine with every mindless thrust demanded every ounce of my attention and more.
 
   And then Hattie exploded, her scream the crescendo to our symphony of moans and groans. She tightened around me, and I teetered on the edge seesawing back of forth, trying to maintain my rhythm, trying to keep going, trying to keep thrusting. But it was too hard. She felt too good. Sparks shot through my body. Her name tumbled from my lips, sounding more like a howl than a word, and I couldn’t stop the pleasure induced insanity as it ripped through my body, hurling me into oblivion.
 
   I stopped moving and opened my eyes. She was staring at me. She looked soft and dreamy.
 
   “Hi,” she whispered as her fingers traced my jaw.
 
   “Hi,” I whispered back, at a loss for words because everything felt too perfect to describe. The vulnerability of the moment rattled my heart and tore at my gut, but I wouldn’t take it back for anything. She was in my blood, and I was ready to accept it, regardless of what happened. Good or bad.
 
   I kissed her, explaining without words what she meant to me and how I’d never let her go. 
 
   I rolled off her and gathered her into my arms. “Promise me something.”
 
   Hattie turned her head to the side, a faint smile on her face. “What?”
 
   “Don’t confront Evan or say anything to your family. Let me take care of it.”
 
   “I can’t do that.”
 
   “Hattie, give yourself a few days to process this, and then if you still want to confront him, I’ll go with you.”
 
   She nodded, propping her body up on her elbow. “When are we going to eat? I’m starving.”
 
   I laughed. “Now.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   Fog blanketed the city this morning, coating the pink blooms of the cherry blossoms in a blurry haze, making them less vibrant. Less alive. The temperature had dropped in the short walk from Ryker’s apartment to Evan’s townhome. A gust of wind, thick with grime and the smell of moisture, whipped through my hair.
 
    This morning, I woke up in a daze, numbed by everything Ryker told me about Evan and his father last night. Even Ryker’s smiles and reassuring words didn’t improve my mood. 
 
   Like someone had kicked me in the gut, betrayal simmered in my stomach, making me simultaneously angry and nauseous. I had to do something to reclaim my life, so a half hour after Ryker left me alone in his bed, I found myself standing in front of the door to Evan’s townhouse.
 
   Drawing in a lungful of heavy, moisture-laden air, I fortified my wilting willpower to do what I had to do. In order to understand everything, I needed more information from as many sources as possible. A chilly gust of wind whistled through the trees and I shivered, wishing I’d worn a heavier jacket. 
 
   My heart racing violently, I glanced left, then right. Looking for what?
 
   Evan.
 
   Senator Deveron.
 
   My mom.
 
   Ryker.
 
   I didn’t know. When I didn’t recognize anyone on the street, I pulled my keys out of my pocket. Evan never asked me to return the key to his place, and I hadn’t thought about it until this morning when I started planning my next move.
 
   Ryker had warned me not to confront Evan, and I promised I wouldn’t, but I lied. I’d had enough. I counted the minutes until Ryker left this morning, not because I didn’t want to spend time with him, but because I intended to go back to the townhome I used to share with Evan.
 
   The alarm beeped repeatedly when I pushed the door open. Thank God, he wasn’t home. I entered the code and dropped my purse on the kitchen counter. I glanced around the room. Everything looked the same, but dirtier. An abandoned cereal bowl and coffee cup sat on the countertop. Books were stacked haphazardly on the coffee table on top of a closed pizza box.
 
   I slipped my phone out of my pocket and texted Evan.
 
    
 
   Me: Where are you?
 
    
 
   He replied almost immediately.
 
    
 
   Evan: Office hours. I’ll be here for another twenty minutes. Why?
 
    
 
   Perfect. I wanted to search the apartment before he came home.
 
    
 
   Me: At your place. I want to talk.
 
    
 
   Evan: Okay. I’ll be home in thirty minutes.
 
    
 
   I tossed my phone on the counter.
 
   I didn’t waste a second. I darted into the bedroom. The room looked partially abandoned. Nails littered the wall where I had hung pictures of Evan and me. He had stripped the bedding from the mattress. It didn’t look like he’d moved back into the bedroom after I left. I shrugged, pushing away any emotions. I couldn’t worry about Evan anymore. He sure as hell didn’t care about me. 
 
   I flung open the closet doors. I had left some clothes in the bedroom closet, not because I thought I’d be back, but because I didn’t have much room at Vera’s apartment. I stripped off the dress I wore last night and changed into some old jeans and a blouse. I stuffed my dress and a few other clothes into my purse. 
 
   After I had finished dressing, I ran into the guest bedroom. Evan used it as his personal study. I flung open every drawer. I didn’t know what I thought I’d find. After all, as of two weeks ago, I shared this study with Evan, but I couldn’t search Senator Deveron’s private files.
 
   Keys.
 
   An empty notepad.
 
   Receipts.
 
   Bills.
 
   Nothing. I propped my elbows on top of the desk, thinking where Evan would keep incriminating evidence. As my eyes scanned the room, I spotted the black leather case of his iPad.
 
   I stared at the keypad, searching the recesses of my memory for clues to Evan’s passcode. I recalled a conversation when he revealed he used birthdays for all of his passcodes. I tried his birthday. My birthday. Then, I tried a combination of our birthdays—eleven and fifteen. It worked. Icons filled the screen. 
 
   I scanned through his email looking for anything referencing me. Then, I searched through his folders. One named HWC caught my attention. My initials? Hattie Waverly Covington? Maybe he organized all our correspondence into one folder.
 
   I carried the iPad into the kitchen so Evan wouldn’t surprise me when he came home. Sitting on a chair facing the front door, I touched the screen, opening the HWC folder. As I scrolled down the page, I saw at least fifty emails with subject lines referencing me, but none of them were from me.
 
   I clicked on one from a few days ago.
 
    
 
   To: EDeveron11
 
   From: LV22
 
   Evan,
 
   Attached please find a few photos documenting the subject’s moves over the last few weeks. Let me know if you’d like to install listening devices at her current residence as well. We have permission to proceed.
 
   Luke Viper
 
   Viper Investigations
 
    
 
   My hand shaking, I clicked on the first attachment. It was a picture of Ryker and me at the park. The second attachment was a picture of Ryker and me walking out of the back entrance of the bar a few blocks from his home. 
 
   My stomach twisted as I clicked through three other pictures. All of them were of me. Running. Eating. Leaving Vera’s apartment. Every picture included a date stamp in the lower right-hand corner. 
 
   I searched for more emails from Viper Investigations. There were at least ten dating from before I left for Mexico. They contained more pictures, detailed schedules outlining how I spent my day. There was no doubt about it—Evan had someone following me and reporting all my moves back to him since we broke up the first time.
 
   When Ryker implicated Evan and his father in my abduction, part of me held out hope Evan wasn’t involved. That he was his father’s pawn in this whole scheme. But as I clicked on picture after picture and email after email, it became painfully obvious Evan actively participated in my abduction.
 
   I checked the clock. Evan would be home in less than ten minutes. I scrolled through his inbox, clicking on random emails. Most of them were more of the same. Then, my heart nearly seized in my chest when I spotted an email from Vera. I squeezed my eyes as my finger hovered over the iPad. A chill darted down my spine. I sucked in a deep breath, and then I clicked on the email.
 
    
 
   To: EDeveron11
 
   From: VeraWatts
 
   Evan,
 
   Hattie hasn’t told me anything. Stop texting me. Stop emailing me. Stop calling me. I can’t help you and even if I could, I wouldn’t. I sent you those pictures from Mexico, but it was wrong. You’re on your own.
 
   Vera
 
    
 
   As I sat there in the silence of Evan’s townhouse, I realized I didn’t know anything. Without a doubt, I had spent the last few years of my life in the dark, blind to everything and everyone. Every single moment of my life had been a carefully crafted illusion. All the lies I had yet to discover scared the shit out of me. How far back did the deception go? Was anything with Evan ever real? Horror-struck at myself for caring, I flipped the iPad over so I wouldn’t be tempted to read anything else. I had read enough. I had seen enough…for now.
 
   My hands curled into fists as I stared at the door, waiting for Evan to open it. With every passing second, anger curled through my body, tainting me with a venomous fury, and robbing me of rational thought. Diabolical plots for revenge flickered unbidden through my mind. Rage sharpened my thoughts and calibrated my vision. I embraced it. I reveled in it. I got drunk on it.
 
   Evan and his dad wanted to play games with my life. Well, turnabout was fair play. I’d spent too much time embracing my martyrdom like I was next in line to be canonized and declared a saint. Fuck that. I wasn’t a saint, and I refused to be a martyr. I slipped the gun I found in Ryker’s closet from my purse and leaned back in the chair, waiting for him to open the door.
 
   I didn’t have to wait long. Evan walked in the door five minutes later.
 
   “Hattie, I’m glad you stopped by,” Evan said as he strolled into his home with a big smile on his face. “I was going to call you—” Evan froze mid-sentence, eyeing the gun on the table in front of me. “Why do you have a gun?”
 
   I ran the pads of my fingers over the barrel of the gun, locking eyes with my deranged ex-fiancé. Before today, I didn’t believe it was possible to hate someone as much as I hated Evan and his slimy dad. “I thought I’d bring some protection.”
 
   Evan’s eyebrows slanted downward. “What the hell are you talking about? I would never hurt you.”
 
   I raised one eyebrow and smirked. “Really? Your actions prove otherwise.”
 
   Evan lifted his hands up in mock surrender as he shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but you’re scaring me. Have you been skipping your therapy sessions?”
 
   Clenching my teeth, I trembled with pent-up aggression. The amount of hatred and anger seeping out of my pores could’ve slayed an army. I flipped over his iPad, slamming it against the counter. Pounding my index finger against the screen, I typed in his passcode. “While you were out, I took the liberty of scanning through an email folder labeled HWC. Does that change your perspective?”
 
   Evan stuffed his hands into his pockets and licked his lower lip as his eyes looked everywhere but at me. Fucking shifty-eyed bastard. “It’s not what you think,” he mumbled.
 
   I folded my arms across my chest. “So you’re not having me followed?”
 
   His shoulders sagged. “I am, but only because I don’t want something to happen to you again. Even though we’re not together anymore, I haven’t stopped caring about you, loving you. I was crazed when you were abducted. I couldn’t sleep. I barely ate. I didn’t go to class. I can’t go through that again.”
 
   “All signs of a guilty conscience.” 
 
   He repeatedly swallowed, his Adam’s apple rocking up and down like a fishing bobber. “You’re right. I felt guilty because you should have been in the Virgin Islands with me. I made a bad decision that hurt you. All of this could’ve been avoided if I had been faithful.”
 
   Laughing, I stood up and walked around the table. “Sure, if I hadn’t gone to that bar and caught you cheating on me, things may have been different, but then I would still be in the dark. I wouldn’t know the extent of you and your dad’s corruption.”
 
   “That’s not true.”
 
   The stubborn set of Evan’s jaw caused a flashflood of resentment to roar through me. What a liar. I lifted the gun and aimed it at the center of his chest. “Don’t lie.”
 
   He took a step back, his eyes flickering back and forth between the gun and my face. “This is crazy. What are you doing? You don’t need that.” His voice cracked on the last word.
 
   “I know your fucked up family arranged my abduction. Your dad planned everything, and you agreed because you’re a spineless piece of shit—a puppet dancing to your dad’s corrupt tune.”
 
   He sucked in a breath as a flash of surprise washed over his face. “We didn’t—”
 
   I shoved the muzzle of the gun against his chest, twisting it slowly from side to side. A sick and perverted satisfaction slid down my spine when I spotted the sweat beading his brow. “Shut the fuck up. It’s too late. I know everything. I know you offered me up as a pawn to stop Rever Vargas from talking about your dad’s criminal connections. I know you only wanted to marry me so my dad would have a reason to conceal your dad’s connection to the Vargas Cartel.”
 
   “I didn’t care about that. That’s my dad’s business. I did it for us. I love you, and I knew you wouldn’t give me another chance. I didn’t have any choice.”
 
   “Are you delusional? Are you seriously trying to argue you handed me over to a drug cartel because you loved me and wanted me back?”
 
   A muscle twitched in his cheek. “They weren’t supposed to hurt you. I wouldn’t have agreed otherwise.”
 
   “Not hurt me?” Acid swirled in my gut. “And you think that justifies what you did?”
 
   “It was all a ruse to put pressure on your father and force the government to fast track Rever Vargas’ release. That’s why Ryker Vargas was involved. It was his job to shield you from the ugly side of the Cartel. He promised to keep you safe. You weren’t supposed see anything except the inside of a room and take an occasional walk under heavy guard.”
 
   “Safe? A ruse?” I scoffed as my mind marinated in resentment. “Do you have any clue what actually happened to me?” 
 
   “No. You haven’t told me anything,” he accused. “Not one fucking thing. I’ve tried to get you to open up to me, but you’ve shot me down every single time. I wanted to help you move past it.”
 
   “They drugged me. They locked me in a room without windows until I didn’t know if it was day or night. That maniac sliced my neck, but you already know that. We were attacked by a rival cartel, and I fucking killed a man.”
 
   He reached for my hand, shaking his head. “Hattie, I had no idea.”
 
   I lifted the gun and waved it in front of me. “I shot him. Blood splattered all over the trees, and I stared into his dead eyes. I’m a murderer.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “You’re not a murderer. It was self-defense. Nobody could claim otherwise.” 
 
   I shrugged. “A technicality.”
 
   He rubbed his hand back and forth over his lips. “I never wanted to hurt you. You make me sound like an asshole.”
 
   “You did that all by yourself.”
 
   “Dammit, Hattie. If I had any idea what would happen, I wouldn’t have agreed.”
 
   “Then you’re a fucking idiot. What did you expect when you used me as collateral in your father’s sick cover-up ploy?”
 
   “That I’d find a way to make you love me again. That you’d see how much I love you and give me another chance. That you’d realize I’d always be there for you.”
 
   “Yeah, and how did that work out for you?” I snarled through clenched teeth. Every word out of my mouth fed my anger. I felt like a wild animal about to sink my teeth into my prey.
 
   He bowed his head. “Not as expected, but maybe with more time—”
 
   “No,” I screamed. My hand itched to pull the trigger. Crazed thoughts rolled through my mind one after another. I was a lunatic and Evan was delusional. “Never. We’re done. The next time you fuck with my life, I’ll kill you. I won’t even hesitate.”
 
   He closed his hand over the barrel of the gun, and I jerked it away. Our eyes locked. Did he ever love me or care about me? Why couldn’t he understand how his selfishness nearly destroyed me? He said he didn’t mean to hurt me, but I didn’t believe him. I gawked at him, momentarily fooling myself into thinking if I looked hard enough, I’d be able to unravel his convoluted thoughts, or make sense of the madness, but I didn’t see anything. 
 
   “Let me earn your trust again,” he whispered, eyeing me carefully.
 
   Bitterness whipped through my body. “I don’t trust you. I’ll never trust you. You don’t understand the difference between the truth and a lie. You’re a pathological liar and the son of a pathological liar. There’s no hope for you.”
 
   “And you trust him?” he sneered.
 
   “Who?”
 
   He paused for a fraction, shifting his weight to his heels as he contemplated his answer. “Ryker Vargas.”
 
   I gnawed on the inside of my cheek. “It’s none of your business. My life doesn’t concern you.”
 
   “I don’t know what he did to you, Hattie, but you can’t trust him. I regret inviting that sick fuck into our life. He changed you. You’re not the same anymore.”
 
   I dropped my hand to my side, and the gun brushed against my leg. “No shit,” I mocked. “Imagine that. My boyfriend arranges to have me abducted by a drug cartel, and he questions why I’m not the same naïve person when I return home.”
 
   “He’ll destroy you.”
 
   “He’s not going to hurt me.” I dropped my voice to a whisper, questioning the sanity of my words. “I trust him to keep me safe.” 
 
   “Safe?” His eyebrows scaled his forehead as he moved his head from side to side. “What do you really know about Ryker Vargas?”
 
   I tipped up my chin and smirked. “A lot more than you do, and he wouldn’t lie to me, unlike you and your father.”
 
   “Are you serious?” he countered, his voice dark, dripping with venom. “We’ve known each for a long time. You’re a smart girl. Think about what you’re saying. He’s the son of a drug lord. He has multiple identities. Do you know how he makes most of his money?”
 
   “As a campaign bundler,” I answered with a smile, trying to cover the thread of unease in my voice.
 
   He snorted. “No. That’s just his little side hobby to mask his real identity. He’s a political fixer.”
 
   “A fixer,” I echoed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “He’s a backroom operator who cleans up inconvenient messes for the privileged people who can afford his services.”
 
   “What kind of messes?”
 
   Evan smirked, his brown eyes inky and narrowed in malice. “Dead bodies that need to disappear. Money transfers between criminal organizations and politicians. Bribing judges. Bribing lawmakers. All jobs a lawyer can’t handle without stepping over the line.”
 
   Pain boomeranged through my body, and my upper eyelid twitched. “I don’t believe you.”
 
   “How do you think my father found him? Why do you think he facilitated your abduction?”
 
   “I don’t care,” I answered, stepping around him and walking to the door. I needed to get away from Evan and clear my head. “Just stay out my life. We’re done.” 
 
   My words didn’t come out as forceful as I had wanted, but I couldn’t find the energy to care. In the last few minutes, the anger had drained from my body. Undoubtedly, some amazing closing comments would float through my mind in a few hours, but at that instant, the right words eluded me. 
 
   “Wait,” he called after me. “I found a pregnancy test hidden in the bathroom cabinet.”
 
   “So what?” I clutched the cold metal door handle in a death grip to steady my shaking hands. I had wondered if he found it, and I just got my answer. 
 
   “Are you pregnant?”
 
   My shoulders sagged. Another blow and my battle-weary heart would shatter like glass. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”
 
   He moved closer to me, his footsteps a faint shuffle against the dark hardwood floors. “It wouldn’t matter to me. We’d figure it out. If that’s why you’re with him, you don’t have to—”
 
   “No need to fall on your sword, Evan. Like I said, I don’t want anything from you, except for you to leave me alone.” I slammed the door behind me without looking back, enjoying the jarring finality of the sound. I wished I could believe this conversation would be the end of Senator Deveron and Evan’s meddling in my life, but I wasn’t a wide-eyed, gullible woman who believed in fairy tales, unicorns, and the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. Not anymore.
 
   A toxic mixture of melancholy and fury wrapped like thorns around my chest, twisting and twisting until I couldn’t breathe. I had always known there was more to Ryker than his front as a campaign bundler. He was intimately familiar with the inner workings of the Vargas Cartel. He knew how to use a gun. He knew how to fight dirty. Part of me hoped if I ignored reality, it’d go away. We could ride off into the sunset and pretend none of it existed. A big happily ever after, but I guess people didn’t get those in real life. Real life was full of half-truths, disappointments, and out-and-out lies.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   I was so sick of this shit. This was it. My last job. When my business cell rang at six o’clock in the morning, I didn’t want to answer it. I wanted to stay with Hattie. Fortunately for my asshole client, I never quit in the middle of a job before, and I refused to start now. It’d leave the possibility of another enemy, and God knows, after the fallout with Senator Deveron, I had one more enemy than I needed already.
 
   I parked my car one block from the gym where Representative Houser exercised from six to seven thirty every weekday. His routine never varied, which benefited people like me. I always cautioned my clients against being too predictable. It gave bad actors openings to take advantage of you. 
 
   I grabbed the black baseball cap from the passenger seat and put it on, pulling the brim down low enough to disguise my features on any cameras. I walked around to the side of the building where Representative Houser exited the building. I didn’t understand why he didn’t use the front door, but I refused to question my luck.
 
   Representative Houser opened the door, his head down staring at his phone. What a jackass. For someone over his head in backroom deals, he should pay more attention to his surroundings. Backroom deals had a way of going bad quickly, at least in my experience.
 
   Before he turned the corner to the parking lot behind the building, I wrapped my arm around his neck from behind him, eliminating the possibility he’d get a good look at my face. 
 
   “What the hell?” he yelled, scratching my arm.
 
   “Shut the hell up and listen.” I removed my gun from the holster under my coat and pressed it into the side of his head with my free arm.
 
   “What do you want? My wallet is in my back pocket. Take it and leave me alone. I won’t call the police.”
 
   “I don’t want your fucking wallet.”
 
   He elbowed me in the side, and I rammed him face first into the brick wall. “Try that again, asshole, and you’ll have a lot of explaining to do when you show up at work tomorrow with a black and blue face.” I was tempted to do exactly as I threatened. He wouldn’t be the first member of Congress to make up a story to explain getting the shit beat out of him as a result of his double-dealing.
 
   “Don’t do it. Don’t hurt me,” he said, sniffling like a fucking baby. “Just tell me what you want.”
 
   A dark, bitter laugh escaped my mouth. “I’m definitely going to leave you with a few bruises, but if you cooperate, all of them won’t be on your face.”
 
   “I’ll cooperate.”
 
   “Then, why are you planning to vote for the cyber security bill tomorrow?”
 
   He groaned. “Tell them I’m sorry, but I changed my mind. I can’t help your client. I’m getting too much pressure.”
 
   I grinded my gun against the back of his head and tightened my arm around his throat. “It doesn’t work that way. You took their money.”
 
   “I can’t do it.” He shook his head. “I’m getting squeezed from both sides and I need to go with my conscience.”
 
   “You don’t have a conscience.” I banged his head against the wall again. Blood splattered on my shirt, and the metallic odor flooded my senses. Fucking hell. I’d have to burn this shirt. “You solicited and accepted bribes from both sides.”
 
   “I didn’t,” he protested, spitting a mixture of saliva and blood near my feet. Asshole. “I would never do that.”
 
   I punched him in the kidney. He’d be lucky if he weren’t pissing blood tonight. “Don’t lie.”
 
   “I’m not. I promise. I changed my mind. It’s as simple as that.” He repeatedly nodded, as if his word meant something. It didn’t. He had his head shoved so far up the asshole of corruption, he couldn’t see the truth if it kissed him on his shit-stained lips.
 
   “So the hundred fifty thousand dollars that mysteriously landed in your Cayman Islands account five days ago was just a coincidence?”
 
   “How do you know about that?”
 
   “You accepted a bribe to kill this bill from one of the top cyber security firms that also happens to have one of the most infamous hackers on its payroll. Figure it out, dumbass. A few clicks of his more than capable fingers and he uncovered everything. It took him less than thirty minutes.” 
 
   He craned he head to look at me, but I crammed his face into the wall. 
 
   “Don’t turn around,” I growled. “Keep your eyes glued to the wall and you’ll be just fine.”
 
   “Okay, okay,” he whispered. “What am I supposed to do? Either way I vote, I’m fucked. You’ll kill me, and I don’t want them as an enemy either.”
 
   “Oh, I won’t kill you.” I lived in the shadows, but I wasn’t a murderer. I only killed in self-defense.
 
   “You won’t?” he said, his body drooping with relief. What a pansy.
 
   “No. I have something far worse planned.”
 
   Tremors wracked his body, but I didn’t have any compassion for him. He tried to play both sides. One bribe wasn’t sufficient. Greedy bastard. “Return their money. Unwind the deal.”
 
   “I can’t. I spent the money.”
 
   “I know you did. I know all about your gambling habit.”
 
   “You do?” he mumbled.
 
   “Yes. I know you have a nice pay to play scheme going. I know you finance a half a million dollar a year gambling addiction by accepting bribes from anyone and everyone. You’ve been bought and sold so many times, you’re worse than a dollar hooker.”
 
   “Only if their interests align with my beliefs.”
 
   “Your capacity for self-denial is almost as pathetic as your inability to control your addiction. What would your constituents think if they found out that while you preached about the need for more laws to stop the erosion of social norms and morals, you couldn’t stop yourself from placing bet after bet all funded in some roundabout way by the American taxpayer?”
 
   “I tried to stop,” he mumbled, snot dripping down his face. It turned my stomach.
 
   “I don’t give a rat’s ass what you tried to do. Save it for the media when I expose you for the piece of shit you are.”
 
   “No. No. I’ll find a way to unwind the bribe. I’ll come up with the money, and I’ll vote against that bill.”
 
   I stood behind him as the seconds ticked by, letting him wonder if I believed him. If I’d allow him to go.
 
   “Fine,” I finally said. “But if you double-cross my client again, or if I even hear a single whisper you plan to vote for that bill, all of your dirty secrets will be on the front page of every major newspaper and website in excruciating detail, and not just your habit of taking bribes to fund your gambling addiction.”
 
   “I don’t have any other secrets.”
 
   “You do…lots of them, and I have the pictures to prove it.” I dropped my arm from his neck and slipped my gun into the holster around my waist. I pulled a rope out of my pocket, looped it around one of his wrists and tied the other end to the dumpster. “Wait here ten minutes and then you can leave.”
 
   When I was back in my car, I dialed the number of my contact at the cyber security firm. 
 
   “It’s done.”
 
   “Good. The second half of your money will be wired to your account when the bill dies on the House floor tomorrow.”
 
   “Perfect.”
 
   “We have another job for you. It’s in your inbox.”
 
   “No thanks. As of tonight, I’m out of business.”
 
   The man chuckled. “You’re retiring? We both know that won’t happen.”
 
   Hattie’s golden eyes flashed through my mind. I couldn’t live this type of life and have Hattie too. Even though we had an unconventional start, I wanted to make this work. “No. This time I’m out.”
 
   “Okay, you know how to find me if you change your mind.”
 
   I disconnected the phone call without responding. I had no intention of changing my mind.
 
   Twenty minutes later, I opened the door to my apartment. Rever sat on the couch, his eyes glued to the television while he stuffed his face with pizza.
 
   “I guess Hattie’s not here.”
 
   “Nope,” he answered without turning his head. 
 
   “When’d she leave?”
 
   “Less than five minutes after you.”
 
   “Did she leave a note?”
 
   Rever picked up a bottle of beer and took a long pull. What happened to his vow to stop drinking? I guess it lasted as long as his bullshit about us being a family. Typical Rever. He’d never change. He only said and did things if they benefited him. He had the emotional depth of a puddle. At least I had my mom to give me a semblance of a real family. From what I knew of Rever’s mom, she lived a separate life, pretending the ugliness of Ignacio’s world and her son didn’t exist. I almost felt sorry for Anna Alvarez. Then again, between Rever and whoever Juan Alvarez had lined up to marry her, Rever was probably the better choice.
 
   “I didn’t see one, but then, I don’t really give a shit about her.”
 
   “What’s wrong with you?”
 
   Rever set his empty beer bottle on the coffee table. “Lots of things.”
 
   “Care to elaborate?”
 
   Rever stood up and folded his arms across his chest. “I’d love to.”
 
   “Then get on with it,” I said unenthusiastically, preparing myself for another one of Rever’s tantrums. 
 
   With his hand on his hips, he paced back and forth. “Anna’s still stuck in Mexico. We haven’t made any plans to rescue her. I’ve been holed up in this apartment for weeks.”
 
   “Your doing, not mine,” I interrupted.
 
   “Whatever.” Rever’s hands sliced through the air. “But do you know the most fucked up part of what’s happening right now?”
 
   I rocked back on my heels as I glanced at my phone. I didn’t have time to listen to Rever’s dramatics tonight. I needed to find Hattie. I didn’t want her living at Vera’s house. She wasn’t safe there until I wrapped up this mess with Senator Deveron. “No, but I have a feeling you’re about to tell me.”
 
   “You’re fucking up your life, and you’re going to take the Vargas Cartel and me down with you.”
 
   My head snapped up. “What the hell are you talking about, and since when do you give a shit about the Vargas Cartel? You were ready to sell Ignacio down the river a month ago.” 
 
   “I’m talking about Hattie fucking Covington.”
 
   I recoiled and my lips curled up, baring my teeth. “She’s none of your business.”
 
   “She’s my business now that Senator Deveron is crawling up your ass because you refuse to leave her alone. She must have one hell of a pussy because you keep going back.”
 
   In less than two seconds, I launched myself across the room and fisted his shirt in my hand. “Don’t talk about her. Don’t say her name. Don’t even think her name.” The minute I decided to go to war with Senator Deveron, I chose Hattie over everyone and everything, including my family, but I couldn’t pretend I didn’t feel divided by the whole thing. I had ripped my heart out of my chest and discarded the half belonging to my family. It sucked. “Do you understand?” I barked as I shoved him onto the sofa.
 
   “You’re making a mistake. A big fucking mistake.” 
 
   My chest heaving, I glared at him as anger coursed through my nerve endings like a live wire. “It’s mine to make. I don’t have to answer to you.”
 
   “You’re right, you don’t, but both of us know a woman like Hattie doesn’t belong in our fucked up world. At least Anna knows what she’s getting with me. She’s a part of our world. Hattie doesn’t have a clue. You’ll break her.”
 
   I curled my hands into fists and stuffed them in my pockets so I didn’t pummel him until he was bloody and bruised. He was right, and that thought made my hands tremble and my gut swirl with bile. Hattie had seen a glimpse of my world, but I’d sheltered her from darkest side of the Vargas Cartel while she was in Mexico. “I’m not part of your world.”
 
   He snorted as he shook his head. “You’re lying to yourself if you believe you’ve washed your hands of the Vargas Cartel. It won’t happen. Ignacio will find a way to reel you in, and once you’re in, you’re in for life. Trust me. I’ve experienced his twisted manipulations first hand. He’ll fuck you five ways to Sunday without blinking an eye.”
 
   “He may screw up sometimes and be overbearing, but he loves you.”
 
   He raised his hands in the air. “If he loved me, he’d let me make my own decisions. Live my own life.” He shook his head, his lips twisted into a distorted line. “Not even embezzling money or threatening to expose Ignacio’s deals with corrupt politicians severed his hold on me. He’s given you some breathing room, but it’s all an illusion. He’ll pull back the veil of compassion soon enough, and you’ll end up just as bitter and fucked up as me.”
 
   I inhaled a deep breath, fighting back the resentment hurling through my veins like acid at the thought of Ignacio sucking me into his world. “You don’t know anything,” I countered, even though I feared it might be the ugly truth. I fought fate for over a decade, and I had no intention of giving in any time soon.
 
   “Fine, you keep living in your reality, and I’ll live in mine. You might as well do it as long as you can.” Rever turned up the volume on the television.
 
   I stalked to the front door and snagged my personal phone off the entry table. “I’m going out. Clean up this shit and be in the guest room by the time I get back.”
 
   “Métetelo por el culo,” Rever muttered under his breath, which roughly meant stick it up my ass.
 
   I didn’t respond. I didn’t care. I didn’t ask to be a participant in his life or his fucked up schemes. He asked me for a favor, not the other way around. Entitled bastard. I walked out the door without a second glance. 
 
   I hadn’t changed my shirt or showered, which was my whole purpose in going home before I looked for Hattie. But right now, I couldn’t stand another minute with Rever. He was right. We needed to make a plan to deal with Anna so he could get the fuck out of my place and move on with his life, preferably far away from me. Otherwise, we were going to kill each other.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   The Potomac River mirrored the color of the sky—dark stormy gray—just like my mood. It started sprinkling fifteen minutes ago, but I couldn’t find the motivation to leave my park bench. Icy rain dribbled down my face and off my chin. My clothes were soaked, and shivers wracked my body, leaving me in a constant state of motion.
 
   I’d roamed D.C. on foot for three hours after leaving Evan’s place, and I still didn’t understand. Nothing made sense. Not Evan. Not Ryker. Nothing. I felt like Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz when they pulled back the curtain and revealed a bunch of nonsense.
 
   My phone rang in my purse nonstop for the last hour. Ryker was calling me. Vera never called. She texted. My mom and dad checked in with me once a week. If I didn’t answer, they left a message.
 
   At some point, I needed to answer his call, but I hadn’t figured out what I wanted to say. I didn’t own him. I couldn’t ask him to change his life for me. Rationally, I should use his career to put a wedge between us, and walk away from him forever before everything exploded in my face.
 
   I tried to unravel my feelings for Ryker. 
 
   Love.
 
   Hate.
 
   A perverse psychological attachment to my former captor.
 
   Friendship.
 
   Attraction.
 
   A mixture of all of the above was probably the correct answer, but recognizing the complexity of my feelings didn’t offer any enlightenment. Not really. Instead, the lead weight pressing against my chest felt heavier, suffocating me until I couldn’t breathe. I’d done what thousands of women had done before. I fell for a man I believed would change and become somebody better for me. I pulled my legs to my chest and rested my head on my knees.
 
   Gravel crunched behind me. The hair on the back of my neck stood on end. I didn’t need to turn around to know Ryker was standing behind me. My body lit up like a stick of dynamite any time he came near me.
 
   “Hattie?” he said in a hushed tone.
 
   “I don’t want to talk to you right now. Go away. I need to think,” I mumbled without lifting my head. Just hearing the velvety rumble of his voice ignited a tug of war between hate and desire in my mind.
 
   He dropped a black duffel bag on the end of a bench. “No,” he answered without further explanation. He shook out a red and black plaid blanket and held it up in front of him like some sort of peace offering. 
 
   “I’m fine,” I lied through chattering teeth. 
 
   “No, you’re not. Your lips are blue, and your clothes are completely soaked.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Whatever.” I snatched the blanket out of his hands and draped it over my shoulders. 
 
   He sat next to me and stretched out his long black-clad legs in front of him. His shirt highlighted the contours of his broad chest and narrow waist. His spicy sea-salt scent wafted into my lungs, and my heart skipped a beat or two. 
 
   He opened and closed his legs, pressing the length of his thigh into mine. Even that small, insignificant ghost of a touch made me want to forget everything Evan told me. I didn’t trust myself to hold onto my anger long enough to confront him and hear his explanation. 
 
   Words spun wildly through my mind one after another, catching in my throat. I had so much to say and ask, but I didn’t know where to start. I felt like I was crawling through a never-ending labyrinth, leading me to one dead end after another.
 
   “How did you find me?”
 
   He squeezed my arm. The subtle contact caused a fiery jolt of lust to rush through my arctic veins. “Process of elimination. You weren’t at Vera’s, the library, or my house. This park was the next stop on my list.”
 
   “Great. I’m predictable,” I mumbled.
 
    He smirked. “A little. I’ve noticed you like to have a routine.”
 
   I nodded as I drew circles with the toe of my shoe in the mud.
 
   “Where have you been all day?” he asked after an awkward pause. “You haven’t answered my calls.”
 
   I stared forward, determined to ignore his piercing gaze. “What did you do today?” I snapped.
 
   He slid his hand up and down my thigh. “I worked, but I already told you that this morning,” he answered.
 
   I glanced at him from the corner of my eye. “Worked? Does that mean you were busy making phone calls and raising funds for some illusive candidate?”
 
   His hand paused mid-stroke. “No, but I think you already know that, or you wouldn’t be asking me for details.”
 
   I turned my head to him and narrowed my eyes. “So you’re not actually a campaign bundler.”
 
   “Sometimes, but I don’t spend a lot of time doing it. I use the position to gather information about clients, people, and politicians. When I raise money for politicians, I discover a lot of information they’d prefer remained quiet.”
 
   I sucked in my lower lip. “So Evan wasn’t lying. You are a political fixer.”
 
   He bent forward and rested his arms on his knees. “You saw Evan today?”
 
   “Don’t change the subject. Answer my question.”
 
   He rubbed his chin between his thumb and his index finger. “Yes. I’m a fixer of sorts. Not just for politicians though.”
 
   “Does that mean you get rid of dead bodies and beat people up?”
 
   He flinched. “Not generally, but I’m not going to lie to you. My job isn’t sunshine and roses.”
 
   My stomach rolled with acid. I closed my eyes, unable to look at him for another second. His strong fingers curled around my shoulders and he brushed his lips against mine, back and forth. Each touch sent equal frissons of lust and disgust zipping through my endorphin starved synapses.
 
   “Look at me,” he whispered, his warm minty breath wafted across my face.
 
   “I can’t.” I shook my head and squeezed my eyes tighter. I couldn’t look at his face. I was afraid I’d see a depraved monster instead of the man I craved more than my next breath. What did it say about me if I was falling in love with a terrible person?
 
   He kissed one eyelid and then the other. Fire and passion sparked inside my heart. I tried to stifle the hitch in my breath, but it sounded like a moan. 
 
   “You can’t what?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t know if I want to be with you. You’re no better than Evan and his dad. No, you’re worse. You’re the hired muscle beating the weak and vulnerable into submission for a bunch of shady assholes.”
 
   Ryker chuckled, and my eyes popped open. “Trust me, Hattie. Nobody I deal with is weak or vulnerable. Far from it. More like corrupted and greedy, sometimes worse. Much worse.”
 
   I frowned. “And that makes everything okay in your mind.”
 
   He lips curled into a half smile. “It makes my job palatable.”
 
   My eyes trailed down his body and back up again. I studied him, scrutinizing every twitch in his jaw, move of his mouth, and the tilt of his chin. I counted the number of times he blinked. I evaluated the size of his pupils and the contours of his forearms. For some unfathomable reason, I believed I’d find the answers to all my questions hidden somewhere in the depths of his face. I found nothing. A vacant mask. An empty wall. How could he conceal his emotions so easily? Mine bled out of my pores, announcing everything as effectively as broadcasting them through a bullhorn. 
 
   “What’s that?” I pointed to rust-colored flecks on his shirt resembling bloodstains.
 
   He glanced at his shirt and dropped his hands from my shoulders. “A hard day at work.”
 
   Disgusted with him and myself, I ripped the blanket off my shoulders and tossed it at his face. My frustration wasn’t limited to his career choice. He had kept me in the dark, hiding the rest of his life from me, lying until he thought he could trust me with the truth, or maybe he hoped he’d never have to tell me. Instead, Evan told me, which doubled the betrayal.
 
   “I’m going home. I’ll call you tomorrow.” I stood and broke into a jog, knowing I wouldn’t be able to maintain my composure for much longer. He lunged for me, but I evaded him with a last minute sidestep.
 
   In all honesty, I didn’t know where I planned to go, much less sleep at night. I didn’t want to see Vera yet. I hadn’t determined the extent of her role in Evan’s scheming. The email didn’t confirm or deny her complicity. Instead, it made me second-guess everything. Until I had more information, I wouldn’t step foot in her apartment again, which meant I had to check into a hotel because my parents’ house wasn’t an option. Dealing with my mom right now would send me into a tailspin. One needling comment and I’d explode.
 
   I darted through the trees, and away from the man who turned me inside out with nothing more than a smile or a fleeting glance. Water seeped through the holes of my laser-cut leather ballet flats. Mud splashed my pants. I nearly slipped on the wet grass more than once, but I kept putting one foot in front of the other, determined to put as much time and space between Ryker and me as possible. If I concentrated hard enough, I could pretend the last three months hadn’t happened.
 
   That he wasn’t following me.
 
   That he’d let me go.
 
   That everything would right itself, and I’d be happy again.
 
   “Hattie,” Ryker said, enveloping my hips with his large hands and yanking my back against his chest. The warmth of his body penetrated my soaked shirt. The steady beat of his heart drummed against my spine. My eyelids slid closed in dismay. His warm breath tickled my ear, and my entire body stiffened, every bitterly cold muscle in my body coiling tighter and tighter. The chaotic buzzing in my head got louder and louder as my jumbled desires swirled relentlessly through my mind.
 
   “Let me go.” Tears bled from the corners of my eyes, and sadness rippled in tiny waves through my soul. “Please, just let me go. I’m not playing this game with you today. Okay?” I pleaded weakly, my voice wavering.
 
   He tightened his grip on my hips, and electric sparks shot through his fingertips, igniting my barely suppressed yearning for him. “No, you’re upset, you’re soaking wet, and it’s dark. I’m not letting you wander the city right now, regardless of whether you think I’m playing games with you.”
 
   I cradled my head in my hands as a veil of lust whirled around us. I mentally sliced it into a million jagged pieces, desperately searching for any remnants of my common sense. How could I feel so close to him yet so far from him all at once? How could I want him but hate him?
 
   “I had a bad day. I don’t want to fight with you today. I need some space to get my thoughts together. I’m not running away.”
 
   “Listen,” he whispered as he tangled his fingers in my hair, brushing it away from my face. “I’m not a hit man, and I generally don’t go around beating up people. What happened today was unusual. For the most part, I analyze the numbers, secure waivers from legislation, make ominous phone calls, raise the money, covertly manage or redirect the media, and facilitate the consummation or destruction of deals.”
 
   “Is everything you do legal?”
 
   “I won’t lie, some of it steps over the line, but as of today it’s all in the past. I don’t want to do it anymore. I haven’t in a long time. I don’t need the money, and I don’t want the headache anymore. It’s over, okay?” 
 
   I dropped my hands, and they swayed like tumbleweed against my legs. “You don’t have to quit for me. We’re just…” My voice trailed off, and I shrugged. I didn’t know how to define our relationship. We were so many things—all of them contradictory, like a string of double negatives. In the end, they canceled each other out, but instead of equaling a positive, we were left with a void. “We’re nothing,” I mumbled, and my lungs contracted in my chest, my entire being objecting to my declaration. I was screwed up, and I didn’t know if I’d ever be normal again. 
 
   “We’re a lot of things, but nothing isn’t one of them.” His low, velvety voice caressed me like an embrace. Shivers danced down my spine, begging me to turn around and kiss him. Devour him. Take what he offered while I still had the chance.
 
   I groaned, curling my hands into fists and leaning into him. My body was at war, craving him and hating him. “It should be the only thing,” I countered.
 
   Sensing my capitulation, he twirled me around and trailed kisses along my neck. “Nothing has changed since last night. Don’t run away now.” He tilted my head up, searching my face for something. Forgiveness? “Tell me I didn’t ruin this, ruin us,” he whispered next to my ear, his voice raw and needy. 
 
    I cursed my body as I slanted into him and angled my head to the side, inviting his touch. “Everything has changed.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I went to see Evan today.”
 
   Twin lines marred the skin between his eyebrows and lines bracketed his mouth. His gray eyes glowed like moonstones. “I warned you to stay away from him and Senator Deveron. Nothing good will come out of confronting them. We need a plan.” 
 
   A strangled sob tumbled from my lips. “I had to talk to him. I had to know.”
 
   His fingertips dug into my arms. “You had to know what?”
 
   “Why he did it. If I ever meant anything to him. If our relationship had been a game from the very beginning.”
 
   He sighed as he shook his head. “And what did you find out?”
 
   I swallowed and fixed my gaze on the tree behind him. “He has a private investigator following me.”
 
   He brushed his fingers along my jaw line and then along my cheek, sweeping away my tears.
 
   “I know,” he admitted.
 
   I frowned. “How did you know?”
 
   “He hired them before you went to Mexico. I didn’t know for sure, but I assumed he still had someone following you, especially after you ended the engagement.”
 
   “Vera helped him too.” I bit the corner of my lower lip. “Well, I’m not sure exactly what she did. Do you know anything about that?”
 
   “No.” He shook his head. “If she helped him, neither he nor Senator Deveron mentioned anything to me. She might have helped in a non-material way, but I don’t think she knows anything. I doubt they’d confide in her. It’d be too risky.”
 
   Relief surged through my veins. “I guess you’re right, but it’s hard to believe in anyone now.”
 
   “You can believe in me,” he rasped, resting his forehead against mine.
 
   I wiped my nose with the back of my hand as uneven sobs fled the safety of my mouth. “Can I? Because I’m not sure I should trust anyone.”
 
   His eyes locked on mine, brown colliding with gray, and all the emotions I’d been sidestepping for the past twenty minutes sizzled shamelessly. Invisible silken webs coiled around us, shackling us together in a cloud of lust. My nipples hardened. Sweltering desire pumped through my blood, thawing my frozen limbs. No amount of mental imagery could walk me back from the abyss.
 
   Cold hands framed my face. “You can, but I realize I have to earn your trust. Just give me enough time to do it.” He ghosted a soft kiss across my lips, and his eyes crinkled at the corners. “I have never wanted a woman as much as I want you. I know I should do the right thing and walk away and let you live your life far away from me, but when it comes to you, I never do the right thing. I need every part of you, and someday you’ll give it to me. Freely and without reservations. Until then, I’ll take what you’re willing to give.”
 
   “Okay,” I whispered, leaning into him, capitalizing on the safety of his embrace.
 
   His familiar scent of spice and sea-salt bewitched me. I wanted to be closer to him. Feel him. Touch him. Taste him. I wanted to have a reason to live and love instead of feeling numb, betrayed, and bitter. I yanked his shirt from his waistband and slipped my fingers beneath his shirt. The pads of my icy fingers traced the rope-like muscles lining his spine. Up and down. Down and up.
 
   Ryker sucked in a breath, and his fingers trailed from my neck to my shoulders, and then down my arms. My heart tattooed the inside of my chest. His eyes held me hostage. I couldn’t look away. Out of everything that had happened over the past three months, Ryker was the one reason I’d do it all again without a second thought. 
 
   The pain.
 
   The confusion.
 
   The betrayals.
 
   The anger.
 
   Finding him, loving him was worth it. In that instant, I discarded my thoughts of leaving him. I abandoned every notion of turning my back on us. Of all the twisted emotions I felt for Ryker, my love for him screamed the loudest. Fought the hardest.
 
   Without saying a word, he scooped me up in one smooth motion and half ran, half walked, stopping only to grab his bag and blanket from the park bench. 
 
   “Where are we going?” I asked as I dotted his neck with open-mouthed kisses.
 
   “To my car.”
 
   I laughed. “Thank God. I’m freezing my ass off.”
 
   “You’re the one who refused my blanket,” he said as he wrenched his car door open and laid me down in the backseat.
 
   “I was upset,” I said with a smirk.
 
   He shook his head as he climbed into the backseat with me.
 
   He started unbuttoning my shirt. 
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked, my eyes locked on his skillful fingers as he opened my shirt button by button and peeled it off my body. He traced the scalloped edge of my bra, painting invisible lines all over my skin. My muscles jumped under his fingertips. He was the pied piper, and I couldn’t stop my body from marching to his tune.
 
   “Getting you out of these clothes,” he answered. His lips curled into a lopsided grin, and my heart screeched to a halt. His hands moved to my jeans, and in less than thirty seconds, I was stretched out on the smooth leather in nothing but my panties and bra.
 
   “You know what?” I asked with my eyebrows raised.
 
   “What?” he said absently as his eyes roamed over my body, drinking me in like a man who had finished a trek through the Sahara.
 
   My hands moved to the collar of his shirt. I flicked one button open, then two and three. My hands kept moving until I parted his shirt, exposing his golden skin and his beautifully defined chest and stomach. “I think your clothes are a little wet too.”
 
   He bent forward as I pushed his shirt from his shoulder. “You’re right. I think we both would benefit from sharing body heat,” he murmured right before his warm lips crushed against mine.
 
   Our tongues tangled. Our mouths fused together. Our hands clawed at anything in our way.
 
   Tasting.
 
   Savoring.
 
   Devouring.
 
   Exploring.
 
   Each additional piece of clothing we removed was like tinder feeding the bonfire of lust raging between us. Moans and whimpers harmonized with the pinging sound of the rain as it splattered against the car. Our skin stuck together from a combination of water and sweat as our bodies slid against each other. 
 
   I didn’t care that we were cramped together in the backseat of his car in a parking lot of a public park. I didn’t care that my life was spinning out of control at an alarming velocity. My need for control vanished whenever he was near me. Good or bad—I didn’t know, but it was the unvarnished truth, and I loved and hated it.
 
   With fumbling hands, I shoved his pants down his legs, exposing the sharp angle of muscles adjacent to his hipbone. I traced the sculpted line to his erection. 
 
   “You make me crazy,” he whispered as his lips nipped, sucked, and kissed their way to my breasts. He sucked a hardened nipple into his mouth, and a burst of pleasure shot through my body.
 
   I moaned, arching into him as I slid my hand along his length. Up and down, I caressed him as I alternated between watching his face and the glide of my hand. “I do?” My voiced sounded throaty and totally unlike me, which was fitting because I didn’t feel like myself around him. Instead of a controlled, principled person, I morphed into an adrenaline junkie ruled by impulses, emotions, and lust.
 
   He rested his forehead against mine, his chest heaving. He stared at me as if he had summoned me by wishing on a shooting star. “You know you do. From the minute I saw you in that bar, I knew I had a problem. Maybe before then.”
 
   I chuckled. “Good, because I suspected you were trouble.”
 
   I pushed his chest. “Sit up,” I demanded.
 
   “Not yet.” He smirked as his fingers traced the opening of my sex. 
 
   “Oh God,” I murmured. Each teasing motion of his finger intensified the needy ache in my core. Lifting my hips, I rocked against his hand wanting more, each languid circle of his finger more intense than the previous one.
 
   Flushed and shaking, I mumbled hundreds of incoherent thoughts about needing him, wanting him, craving him, and not being able to live without him. Just as flames started rolling through me, he jerked his hand away from where I needed him. My eyes popped open. 
 
   “What the—”
 
   His damp fingers rested against my lips, slowly moving back and forth. “Shh, I’ll take care of you.” He lifted me up, so I straddled his waist. “Do you want to do this here?”
 
   At a loss for words, I nodded urgently, up and down like a bobble head doll. I would’ve laughed at myself if I wasn’t so focused on feeling him inside of me. In seconds, he grabbed my hips, rotating them back and forth over the tip of his erection. 
 
   “Please,” I whimpered. 
 
   “Guide me inside of you,” he responded, his voice gruff and uncontrolled. I liked him that way.
 
   I angled my body, and he sunk deep inside of me. I groaned as I grinded against him. He curled his fingers around my hips as his mouth collided with mine—a messy, wet combination of teeth, tongue, and lips.
 
   “Fuck,” he muttered, slanting his head, breaking our kiss, and burying his head next to my neck. “This isn’t going to last.” He trailed open-mouthed kisses up and down my neck and behind my ear, sending tremors down my spine. Our bodies glistened with sweat and rain. Our exhalations fogged the windows as we rocked against each other, his hips colliding with mine. 
 
   He pushed me back against the seat, tilted my hips up, and slammed back inside of me. A jagged groan exploded from my mouth. “Oh God, right there.” 
 
   He gripped my hips, using them as leverage as he pounded inside of me. My head tapped against the door with every thrust. Delicious embers of pleasure spiraled through my body. I dug my fingers into his hips, forcing him to move faster, harder, and burying himself deeper until I felt boneless and complete.
 
   I sunk my hands into his hair, pulling him closer. His lips crashed against mine, our moans and gasps tangled and danced until they became one stream ping-ponging back and forth between our mouths. Each flex and rotation of his hips lured me closer and closer to the finish line. Then, a bright light flashed behind my eyelids, and a cyclone of bliss whirled through me as all my nerve endings fired in a chorus of Hallelujahs. 
 
   After one final thrust, he tensed and then collapsed on top of me, his chest heaving and my legs still twisted around his waist. Our hearts thumped against each other as I smoothed my fingers through his damp hair.
 
   “Maybe we should have waited,” he whispered next to my ear.
 
   “No. That was…perfect.”
 
   A strangled chuckle escaped his lips, tickling the side of my neck. “Perfect, huh?” He braced his body on his elbows, his eyes searching mine with a faint smile on his too sexy lips. “I don’t think anyone has ever called car sex perfect.”
 
   I laughed. “Maybe you’re right.”
 
   He swept my hair from my face. “No more secrets. No more lies. No more running.”
 
   I nodded as hope bloomed in my heart. Maybe we could do this. Really do this. Together. With nothing between us.
 
   “We should go before…” His voice trailed off and he shrugged. 
 
   I sat up and gathered my wet clothes. “No, you’re right.”
 
   He unzipped his black duffel and handed me a t-shirt and gym shorts. “Here, put these on.”
 
   I eyed them suspiciously. 
 
   “They’re clean,” he said, pulling on his pants and fastening them.
 
   I shrugged and then put them on before I climbed into the front seat. A few seconds later, he joined me. He didn’t start the car right away. Instead, he stared out the front windshield as he drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, darkness bathing the interior of the car.
 
   “We didn’t use a condom again,” he finally said, not looking at me.
 
   I swallowed hard. “I know.” It didn’t cross my mind until he said it, but I never thought clearly around him. “I still haven’t had my period.”
 
   “I think you should go to the doctor.”
 
   Alarm constricted my chest. He was right. I’d been thinking the same thing, but I spent the last few weeks concentrating on everything and anything but the giant elephant in the room. “Maybe.”
 
   He squeezed my leg, attempting to reassure me. “Hey.”
 
   I turned to face him. “Yeah?”
 
   He turned on the ignition. “Either way it will be okay. Trust me, we’ll figure it out.”
 
   I blew out a breath and nodded my head. “You’re right. It’s not the end of the world.”
 
   He turned on the car and pulled out of the parking lot. “Not even close,” he said so softly I almost missed it.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   After Hattie had fallen asleep, I snuck into the guest room to talk to Rever. I wanted to move forward with Hattie, but in order to make it happen, I needed to get Rever out of my apartment and my life. I couldn’t procrastinate any longer. As much as I’d like to ignore it, we had to address the Anna situation.
 
   Rever wasn’t asleep. He was leaning against the headboard with his iPad in his lap.
 
   “Are you busy?” I asked, closing the door softly behind me.
 
   “Does it look like it?” he snapped without meeting my eyes. 
 
   Ignoring his comment, I settled into the chair in the corner of the room. The tension had grown steadily between us with every passing day. “What do you want to do about Anna?”
 
   He tossed his iPad on the top of the bed. “Does this mean you’re finally ready to help?”
 
   I tapped my fingers on the arm of the chair, trying to control my temper. Rever acted like a petulant child when he didn’t get his way. “It depends on the circumstances. I’m not going on a suicide mission, but if there’s a logical way to get her, then I’ll help you. I won’t do it alone though.”
 
   Rever sat up and dangled his legs over the side of the bed. “She goes to church every Sunday.El Sagrado Corazón de Jesús. That’s the only time she’s allowed to leave their home.”
 
   “Are you suggesting we abduct her from the church? Should we storm the church with our guns and drag her out of there?” I mocked. 
 
   “No. She could pretend she didn’t feel well and walk outside during mass. We’d be waiting by the curb.”
 
   “And then where do we go?”
 
   “We should leave by helicopter, not a boat. A boat would take too long.”
 
   I nodded absently. “Whose helicopter? We can’t ask anyone associated with Ignacio or the Vargas Cartel.”
 
   Rever shrugged. “I have a friend who runs a helicopter tour service out of Cancun. I think he’d help us.”
 
   I scrubbed my hands over my face. “Is he trustworthy?”
 
   “I trust him. He’s a good guy. We’ve been friends for over ten years.”
 
   I raised my eyebrows in disbelief. Being friends with Rever for over a decade wasn’t exactly a ringing endorsement of trustworthiness. From what Ignacio told me, Rever spent the last ten years drinking, taking drugs, and fucking.
 
   Rever stood up and shook his head. “I know what you’re thinking, but Emilio is a good guy. He’s not like me. He has a wife and a couple of kids. He’s spent the last five years building his business. He’s bailed me out of more than one bad situation over the years.”
 
   “I don’t know, Rever. Have you thought this through?” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Think about what you’re saying. Do you really think it’s a good idea to involve someone with a wife and kids?”
 
   His brows snapped together, and he frowned. “What do you mean?”
 
   “If we’re successful and Juan Alvarez finds out about his involvement, we’re basically painting a giant crosshair on Emilio’s forehead. They’d slaughter him along with every member of his family.” I raised my eyebrows. “Are you okay with that?”
 
   Rever paced the length of the room and back again. “I realize that, but I’ll pay him enough to make it worth the risk. He can take his family and move across the country and start a whole new life. Change his name. Start a new business. Any business he wanted.”
 
   My eyes narrowed, and I rubbed my temples. Ten minutes of talking to Rever and my head already felt like exploding. His idea was crazy. Rever would need to pay him a shit ton of money to risk crossing the Alvarez Cartel. “Ignacio cut off your access to funds. Where are you going to get that kind of money, because I’m sure as hell not going to loan it to you?” 
 
   “I’ve put some things into motion, and if all goes well, I should have plenty of money within the next day or two.” He lifted one shoulder. “I’ll be set for a couple of years even after I pay Emilio.”
 
   I groaned and dropped my head into my hands. My headache just magnified tenfold. “Fuck, Rever. What did you do?”
 
   He folded his arms across his chest, drumming his fingers on his biceps. “Don’t worry about it. The less you know, the better. Let me take care of the money, and you can plan the operation. I’ll give you Emilio’s number. He’s waiting for your call.”
 
   Tugging at the roots of my hair, I pushed out of my chair. “No. Tell me everything or I’m not helping you.” 
 
   Anything involving that kind of money was illegal as fuck. Rever didn’t have a track record of success when it came to making plans. His money-laundering scheme in Las Vegas landed his ass in jail, and that wasn’t the first mess Ignacio and I had to clean up. 
 
   “No. I can’t. I don’t want to involve you in the details. If I go down, I don’t want to drag you with me.”
 
   I chuckled, but it lacked mirth. There were a number of reasons why he wouldn’t want me to be implicated, but none of them involved concern for my welfare. More likely, he wanted someone on the outside to get him out if he was arrested again, or he thought I’d stop his harebrained idea in its tracks. Rever never cared about anyone except himself. He believed the world revolved around him, which made me question why he gave a shit about Anna and his unborn child. It certainly didn’t make sense.
 
   “I became involved the minute you showed up at my apartment. In case you’ve forgotten already, you agreed to leave the U.S. and never come back as a condition of your release a month ago.”
 
   “It’s better this way.”
 
   “Then, you need to leave. I’m done helping you.” I crossed the room and opened the door.
 
   “Where I am supposed to go?”
 
   Weariness settled into my bones, and I didn’t bother turning around. The day when I no longer had to deal with the Vargas Cartel or Rever couldn’t come fast enough. “I don’t care, just be gone by tomorrow morning.”
 
   “Wait.” He grabbed my shoulder.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Fine. I’ll tell you everything, but it’s already in motion so I can’t stop it now.”
 
   I closed the door softly and turned to face him, folding my arms across my chest. “Go ahead, and don’t leave out a single detail. I don’t want to be ambushed later. If you lie, I’ll take you down myself.”
 
   Rever dragged his hand through his hair. “I arranged a shipment of ten pounds of crystal meth and five kilos of heroin to be transported to the D.C. area.”
 
   “How did you pay for it?”
 
   “I paid for it before I came to the U.S.” Rever sucked in a deep breath. “I suspected Ignacio would shut down my accounts the minute he realized I left Mexico.”
 
   “So you had this planned from the very beginning and you never intended to tell me about it.”
 
   He ran a hand over his mouth as he shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “I did, but with good reason.” 
 
   “Dammit, Rever,” I spat, anger coursing like poison through my veins. I wanted to rip him apart piece by piece. He was reckless, even more so than I remembered. He may have stopped using drugs, but his judgment hadn’t improved. “I wouldn’t have let you stay here if I’d known you were involved in a freelance trafficking scheme.”
 
   “I know, but you were my only option.”
 
   “Did you use Ignacio’s people to supply you the drugs?”
 
   He cringed. “Yes.”
 
   “Ignacio will find out.”
 
   “I know he will, but the deal will be done by then, and there won’t be anything he can do about it.”
 
   I balled my hands into fists. “Except take revenge.”
 
   Rever shrugged. “They knew the risks.”
 
   I shook my head. “How are you moving the drugs across the border?”
 
   “One of Ignacio’s tunnels.”
 
   My eyebrows jumped up my forehead. “Seriously?”
 
   “Did you expect me to make a deal with a rival cartel?” he snapped. “I didn’t have much time. I used the resources and contacts at my disposal.”
 
   This plan had disaster written all over it. Rever had to trust a shitload of people not to double-cross or blackmail him in order for this plan to succeed. “How are you distributing it?”
 
   “The Mexican Mafia.”
 
   “Wow,” I said as I cocked my head to the side. “This is a bad fucking idea. The Mexican Mafia is unpredictable.”
 
   Rever rolled his eyes, trying to brush off my criticism, but I could see his anger. His shoulders tensed, and his jaw muscles twitched. “They won’t cross me. I’ve done this a few times before, and they know what happens if they snitch or fail to pay.”
 
   I snorted. “So this is a consistent side job for you?”
 
   “Look.” He raised his hands in front of his chest. “I’ve done it two or three times in the past. It gave me an income independent from Ignacio and the Vargas Cartel.”
 
   “That’s what jobs are for.”
 
   “Don’t lecture me. You’re basically a political hit man.”
 
   I slapped my open hand on top of the dresser. “I don’t kill people.”
 
   “I don’t believe you, and you know what? I don’t give a shit how you earn your money, but don’t judge me. If you’d grown up under Ignacio’s thumb, you wouldn’t have a third of the freedoms you had growing up or even now. He’d be riding your ass every day about every small detail like he still does with me.”
 
   I gritted my teeth. I didn’t want to have this conversation with Rever. He blamed Ignacio for every perceived slight. He needed to start taking responsibility for his actions instead of using the victim card at every opportunity. 
 
   “When are you supposed to get the money?” I asked, purposely changing the subject.
 
   “The drugs have already been delivered to the Mexican Mafia, and they’re supposed to pay me tomorrow or the next day. Then, I’m done. I should net over a million and half dollars.”
 
   “How are you getting the money?”
 
   “They’re wiring some of the money to various accounts I’ve set up around the world. Panama. Andorra. Cayman Islands. Just to name a few. Then, I have a contact who will exchange the rest of the money for gold and diamonds. I’ll trade the gold and diamonds for cash in Panama and buy a house for Anna and me.”
 
   I nodded absently. He described the two most common techniques for laundering money. “Are you meeting with the Mexican Mafia again?”
 
   Rever yanked on the collar of his t-shirt. “No. We’re done. All the arrangements have been made.”
 
   I blew out a breath and took a couple of steps to the door. “It’s almost morning. I’m going back to bed.”
 
   He cleared his throat. “You’re still going to help me, right?”
 
   “I can’t talk about this anymore. I need to cool off first and wrap my head around everything you told me. Go to bed, and we’ll talk in the morning.” I cracked open the door.
 
   “Am I allowed out of my room?”
 
   I glanced over my shoulder with narrowed eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “Princess Hattie is sleeping over tonight, right?”
 
   “What are you getting at?”
 
   “You don’t want us to meet.”
 
   I leaned my shoulder into the doorjamb. “You’re right, but it’s unavoidable. She’s going to be staying here for a while. Just leave her alone, and you can stay here.”
 
   “Qué chingados?” he growled, his nostrils flaring. “You can’t trust her with all the shit going down right now. You hardly know her.” He shook his head. “It’s crazy. She could turn on you in a second and sing like a canary to every government agency under the sun.”
 
   I spun around. My hands clenched, I prowled forward until I stood inches from his face. I shoved my palm against his chest, and he stumbled backward, bumping into the edge of the mattress. I wanted to hit him, but I smothered the urge. Giving Rever a black eye or a bloody nose wouldn’t solve anything. Besides, he’d fight back, and I didn’t want to wake Hattie up because I couldn’t keep my fists to myself.
 
   “¡Cállate!” I yelled, switching to Spanish.
 
   “Bastardo,” he hissed as he grabbed my wrist and pushed my hand away from him. “No me toques.”
 
   “I don’t care what you want or don’t want. Don’t talk about Hattie. Don’t talk to Hattie. You got that? You don’t know anything about her. Don’t pretend otherwise.”
 
   He breathed hard through his nose, and his chest heaved with barely concealed rage. “She’ll complicate everything. You know it, and I know it.”
 
   “Yeah, well, so did your dumbass relationship with Anna. If you’d stayed away from her and kept your dick in your pants, we wouldn’t be in this mess.”
 
   I walked out of the room without waiting for his answer. He’d never admit any wrongdoing, and he’d never apologize unless I held a gun to his head. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   I woke to the sound of hushed voices outside of Ryker’s bedroom. I couldn’t make out any of the words, which meant he didn’t want me to overhear the conversation. Resting on my elbows, I stared at the ceiling and the walls, absorbing the minimal details of his bedroom. Similar to the rest of his apartment, it didn’t have any personal effects.
 
   No pictures.
 
   No artwork.
 
   No books or scattered papers.
 
   Just the bare necessities.
 
   Would Ryker always be a mystery? Occasionally, I glimpsed pieces of him beneath his mask, but as quickly as those moments materialized, they disappeared. Just as I thought I’d gained ground, something happened to make me realize I didn’t know much of anything. I shook my head to dispel my morose thoughts. Things were getting better.
 
   When the voices faded, I jumped out of bed and snagged one of his dress shirts from the hanger in his closet. I buttoned it enough to cover me, and combed my fingers through my tangled hair. I hadn’t been back to the apartment I shared with Vera for two days, and I didn’t have anything to wear except for the few things I snagged from Evan’s place.
 
   My phone vibrated on the nightstand. I picked it up and read the message.
 
    
 
   Vera: Where are you? You haven’t been home in two nights. Your mom and dad are blowing up my phone and threatening to come over.
 
    
 
   I rolled my eyes. My mom must have received news of my fight with Evan. She probably wanted to have a family meeting to discuss my obligations as a member of the Covington family. Fuck her. 
 
    
 
   Me: I’m fine. I’ll be back later today.
 
    
 
   Vera responded immediately.
 
    
 
   Vera: Okay. Can you call your mom? I’d prefer to stay out of her line of fire. She’s on the warpath. What the hell did you do?
 
    
 
   I groaned. A couple of months ago, I would’ve shared all the sordid details of my relationship with Ryker, but now I didn’t know if I could trust her. In a matter of months, I went from having a best friend, a serious boyfriend, and an organized, predictable life to total chaos. Even crazier, I wouldn’t change anything. I was hopelessly drawn to Ryker, inextricably caught in his web for better or for worse. My soul had chosen him. I didn’t have a choice.
 
    
 
   Me: Who knows? I’ll call her. Don’t answer her calls. You don’t need to deal with her.
 
    
 
   I sat crossed-legged in the middle of Ryker’s bed as I scrolled through my missed calls. Five from my mom last night and one from my dad an hour ago. If I could find any way to avoid calling her, I would.
 
   I slammed my finger on her contact. Unfortunately for me, she answered after the first ring.
 
   “Hattie, where the hell are you?”
 
   “I’m getting ready to go on a run. What do you want?” I responded after a lengthy pause. It was a lie, but the truth wasn’t necessary.
 
   I heard her heels, clicking on the tile floor. I guess she needed some privacy to say what she wanted. 
 
   “Can you meet me for coffee around the corner from my house in the next twenty minutes?” Her voice was hushed. 
 
   I lifted my chin and closed my eyes briefly. “I don’t know. I just woke up.”
 
   “Thirty minutes, then? Is that long enough? This is really important. We need to talk.”
 
   I grabbed my purse off the dresser and pulled some clothes from my purse. I cringed. They were damp and hopelessly wrinkled. “Fine. I’ll do my best.”
 
   When I walked out of Ryker’s bedroom, his apartment was empty. I spotted a note on the kitchen counter.
 
    
 
   Hattie,
 
   I’ll be back by noon. Breakfast is in the refrigerator. Call me if you leave.
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   I picked up the pen sitting next to the note and then set it back down. I’d planned to beat him back here anyway. I didn’t need to leave a note.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Forty minutes later, I walked into the coffee shop. The rich smell of coffee flooded my nose. My mom sat in the back corner with huge sunglasses covering her eyes and her hair styled into an elegant twist. Unlike me, her light gray suit was pressed.
 
   “Hi, mom,” I said as I pressed a kiss to her plastic cheek.
 
   Her eyes swept down my body. “You look…tired.” 
 
   I shrugged as I slipped into the chair across from her. “It’s been a rough couple of days.”
 
   She gestured to her cup of tea. She didn’t drink coffee. She drank herbal tea, preferably organic and single-estate. “Do you want something to drink?”
 
   “Maybe later.”
 
   She removed her sunglasses and placed them on the table. “Did you get everything settled with your professors?”
 
   I leaned back in my chair. “Yes, but I’m pretty sure I told you that last week.”
 
   She glanced at the exit. “You’re probably right.” She tapped her sunglasses against the table. “How do you like living with Vera?”
 
   “It’s okay.”
 
   She nodded, her teeth nearly splintering under the weight of her counterfeit smile. “That’s nice.” She twirled her mug on the table, then she lifted it to her lips. “You know, you can move home. We’d be happy to have you. You can even take the apartment over the garage, so you have some personal space.”
 
   I folded my arms across my chest. “Mom, what do you want? What’s really going on?”
 
   She exhaled shakily and set her mug on the table again. “Evan called your dad last night.”
 
   I raised one eyebrow. “Oh, really?”
 
   “He’s worried about you,” she whispered as she slanted her body against the table.
 
   I snorted. “I don’t give a shit about Evan. In fact, I’d appreciate it if you’d stop talking to him.”
 
   Her light pink lipstick disappeared as she pressed her lips into an unyielding line. “I can’t do that. The Deverons are family friends. Very close family friends. We have a special relationship,” she hissed. “Just because you and Evan pressed the pause button on your engagement doesn’t mean I’m going to kick him or his family out of our life on a whim. That would be awkward when you get back together.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. She was so predictable. “I didn’t press the pause button. I ended the engagement.” I unfolded my arms and gripped the edge of the table. “It’s over. Stop pretending otherwise. I hate him. I hate that I wasted so many years with him. I hate that I accepted his engagement in a moment of weakness. I don’t want anything to do with him.”
 
   “You don’t mean that. You’re overly emotional. You’re still recovering from the…” Unwilling to complete the sentence, she waved her hand in front of me.
 
   “Abduction. Is that the word you’re looking for?”
 
   She nodded. “Yes, and that’s why I wanted to talk to you. We’re going on a family retreat with the Deverons next weekend.”
 
   “You and dad?”
 
   “All of us.”
 
   “No way. I’m not going,” I snapped. 
 
   “Yes, you will.” Her lips pursed in disapproval. “It’s been arranged. It’d look bad if you didn’t come.”
 
   “I don’t care how it looks. They fucked up my entire life. They arranged my abduction. Does that change your mind? Or are you too worried about screwing up your social calendar to care what they did to me?” The minute the words exited my mouth, I wanted to shove them back. I’d never been good at confronting my mom. As a child, I had rebelled in subtle ways, plotting my time until I could escape from her sphere of influence. She wasn’t used to open rebellion.
 
   Her mouth dropped open. “What are you talking about? That doesn’t make sense.”
 
   I squeezed my hands into fists. “Forget about it. Forget I said anything. I’m fine. Everything’s fine. I’ve never been better.” I picked up my purse from the chair next to me and slammed it on the table. “Are we done here?”
 
   “Oh my God, Evan was right. He was telling the truth.” She covered her mouth, and her eyes flared with panic. 
 
   My heart galloped, and my shoulder muscles contracted into tight balls. “What did he say?”
 
   “He said he thought you were suffering from…” Her voice faded away, and the silence stretched like hours instead of a few meager seconds. Then, she cleared her throat. “Traumatic bonding.”
 
   My stomach contorted into a hundred tiny acid-filled knots. “Traumatic bonding?” I repeated.
 
   “You know…Stockholm syndrome. When a victim becomes attached to her captor. He said you’ve been defending and rationalizing the actions of your captors.”
 
   I glared at her, resentment whipping through my veins. She actually believed his lies. “Evan doesn’t know anything. He’s a liar. Why would you believe him? Why would you take his side?”
 
   With her eyes narrowed in thought, she studied me like she didn’t recognize the person in front of her. “I’m on your side. I’m always on your side. That’s why I’m here. I want to make sure you’re happy and healthy.”
 
   “You want me to be happy?” She nodded, and I shifted in my seat. “Great, then stop pushing me to reconcile with Evan. He’s not who you think he is. His dad isn’t either.”
 
   “Evan said you’re blaming him for what happened.”
 
   “If the shoe fits,” I spat.
 
   “He thinks you’re still communicating with someone in the Vargas Cartel and that person is influencing your actions.”
 
   I scrubbed my hands over my face. So this was his plan. Evan thought he could make my family believe I had lost my mind. “Mom, do me a favor. When you want to know the truth, call me.” I snatched my purse from the table. “Until then, we’re done talking.”
 
   She grabbed my wrist. “Are you coming next weekend? I think it’d be nice for us to spend time together.”
 
   “No, but you can give Evan and his dad a message from me.” 
 
   Her brows furrowed. “What’s that?”
 
   “Tell them they won’t get away with what they did to me, and I have every intention of exposing Senator Deveron.”
 
   She shook her head back and forth. “That sounds crazy, Hattie. Is that some kind of threat?”
 
   “It’s not a threat.” I ripped my wrist away from her. “It’s a promise. If you pulled your head out of Senator Deveron’s ass for a few seconds and opened your eyes, you’d realize you need to be far, far away from him. It’s only a matter of time before his corruption is exposed.”
 
   My whole life, I had waited with baited breath for my mom to believe in me and support me 100 percent, but I was starting to realize it’d never happen. She second-guessed every decision I made. She treated me like a naughty toddler instead of an adult with dreams and goals. Her inability to let go of my relationship with Evan had gone on long enough. If she wanted me in her life, she had to choose my dreams over hers.
 
   “Don’t go. Let’s talk about this. You can’t make those kinds of accusations and run away. Maybe you should come over tonight and talk to your dad about some of your concerns.” 
 
   “Let me know when you’re ready to listen to the truth, and if dad wants to call me, he has my number. Goodbye, mother.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   At exactly 11:45 a.m., I tried to turn the door handle to Ryker’s apartment. I didn’t have a key, so I’d left it unlocked. If he found out he wouldn’t be happy, but he lived in a secured building, and I hadn’t been gone long.
 
   The handle didn’t move. Shit. Ryker beat me home. I slipped my phone from my purse, checking for any missed voicemails or texts. None. He hadn’t attempted to contact me.
 
   I balled my hand into a fist and tapped on the heavy, dark wood door, lightly at first and then harder when no one answered. The thud echoed down the long hallway.
 
   Just when I had decided to give up and call Ryker, the door opened. 
 
   “Who are you? Where’s Ryker?” I glanced over his shoulder, but I didn’t see Ryker.
 
   “You weren’t supposed to leave without calling Ryker,” the man said, a faint accent flavoring his words.
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   He tilted his head to the side and smirked. “I read the note.”
 
   “Great, and who are you?” I asked, repeating my question. His dark eyes and his angular nose looked familiar, but I hadn’t met him before.
 
   “Ryker’s brother.” His dark hooded eyes swept down my body. “And you’re Hattie Covington.”
 
   The minute he revealed his connection to Ryker, I couldn’t deny the family resemblance between Ignacio and Rever, and to a lesser extent, Ryker. His face was fuller than Ignacio’s, and he wasn’t as tall as Ryker, but they all shared the same nose and eye shape. I backpedaled a few steps. “I didn’t realize you were still living here.”
 
   He turned away, leaving the door open for me. “Ryker doesn’t let me come out to play when you’re around. He likes to keep me locked away in the guest bedroom.”
 
   “Why’s that?” I asked, closing the door behind me. 
 
   He plopped down onto the sofa, stretching his legs out on the coffee table. “Who knows? Maybe he doesn’t want to upset your delicate sensibilities. Maybe he thinks you’ll like me better.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “I don’t think he has to worry about that.” I walked into the kitchen and pulled a bottle of water out of the refrigerator.
 
   He scoffed in disbelief, but otherwise ignored the comment. “By the way, he should be back any minute. He decided to cut his day short when he found out you left without calling him.”
 
   I bristled as I leaned against the wall and took a sip of water. “How does he know I left?”
 
   Rever snickered. “I called him.”
 
   My brows snapped together. “Why would you do that?”
 
   “For some dumb reason he thinks he can trust you. I wanted him to know he can’t.”
 
   I squeezed my bottle of water, forcing myself to stay calm and unaffected by his words. “You don’t know me.”
 
   He scowled. “I don’t know you, but I know all about you. You’re just another entitled bitch who thinks everything revolves around you, but you don’t know shit about living in the real world. The minute things get complicated, you’re going to run to your daddy and confess everything, and in the process you will ruin my brother’s life.”
 
   I folded my arms across my chest and raised one eyebrow. “And he can trust you? The man who stole from his family. The man who planned to sell out his dad in exchange for prosecutorial immunity. The man who abandoned his pregnant girlfriend in Mexico because he didn’t want to deal with his dad. I think not.”
 
   Rever jumped up, his hands curled into balls. “Shut the fuck up. None of this is your business.”
 
   “It became my business the minute your actions fucked up my life. You’re a selfish prick who doesn’t care about anyone.”
 
   A vein pulsed in the side of his neck. “You don’t know anything about me.”
 
   “Oh really,” I said. “Because Ignacio told me a lot about you, but it can be summed up pretty simply. He’s disappointed in you. He thinks you’re worthless and disloyal. He doesn’t think you’ll ever do anything with your life.”
 
   The air stagnated as my accusation hummed through the room.
 
   “Shut the fuck up,” he growled, his teeth bared like fangs. “You’re lying. He would never tell you any of that.” 
 
   I shrugged. “Think what you want, but you wouldn’t be living in Ryker’s home begging for his help if it wasn’t true. If you were a real man, you’d take care of your messes instead of forcing your family to do it for you.”
 
   I shouldn’t have said it. I should’ve walked away and waited for Ryker in his room, but I couldn’t stop myself. Seeing his face—the man who put so much destruction and chaos into motion—ignited something inside of me. I wanted to wound him and tear his life apart even if I could only do it with a few well-placed barbs.
 
   Rever’s nose flared, and his dark eyes glowed like polished obsidian. I retreated, taking baby steps backward while eyeing the clenching of his hands.
 
   “I don’t know why Ryker tolerates you. It certainly isn’t your sparkling personality or welcoming attitude. Maybe you’re blackmailing him.”
 
    I moved to the other side of the rectangular coffee table, putting something solid between us. “That’s ridiculous. How would that work exactly?”
 
   “You’re right.” He cocked his head to the side. “Ryker would outsmart you. Maybe he’s just taking pleasure in fucking you under Evan Deveron’s nose. You’re the toy he’s dangling in front of Evan’s face, taunting him. He always had a twisted sense of humor.”
 
   “You’re an asshole,” I yelled and tossed the contents of my bottle of water in his face.
 
   His eyebrows scaled his forehead, and he raised his hands in the air. “What the hell?” He wiped the back of his hand across his lips.
 
   “You started it.” I snatched the marble coaster off the coffee table and held it up next to my head, prepared to strike if he came one inch closer to me. “Leave me alone.”
 
   Rever shook his head. “I can’t believe Ignacio tolerated you in his home for more than a few hours.”
 
   “I can’t believe he didn’t smother you at birth,” I countered.
 
   The front door flung open. “What the hell are you two doing?” Ryker said, pausing near the entrance.
 
   My head snapped to the side, then I eyed the coaster in my hand. “Trying to kill each other.”
 
   Rever snorted, his shirt and face still dripping with water. I smirked, and a laugh bubbled out of my mouth. We looked ridiculous. We were ridiculous.
 
   “She started it,” Rever said, a wide smile on his face as he pointed his finger at me.
 
   I folded my arms across my chest and tapped my foot on the hardwood floors. “I did not.”
 
   Ryker rolled his shoulders back and knitted his brows. “Rever, I told you to stay away from her.”
 
   Rever held up his hands. “Don’t be mad at me. She’s the one who took off to do God knows what the minute you walked out the door.”
 
   “She’s not a prisoner.” Ryker’s eyes flickered to me as he shrugged out of his black leather jacket. “But a note or call would be nice, Hattie.”
 
   Blood heated my face. “I’m sorry. My mom wanted to meet.”
 
   “Rever, can you leave us alone for a few minutes?”
 
   “My pleasure,” Rever said, practically running out of the room.
 
   When the door to Rever’s room closed, Ryker sat in the gray lounge chair. “What happened with Rever?”
 
   I chewed on the inside of my cheek for a second. “Nothing really,” I finally answered. “We were tossing insults at each other.”
 
   He cocked an eyebrow. “And water?”
 
   My lips twitched. “Yeah, that too.”
 
   He nodded. “What did your mom want?”
 
   My eyes darted around the room, landing everywhere but on him. “Don’t worry. I took care of it.”
 
   “No more secrets, remember?”
 
   I drifted forward and sat on the arm of his chair. “I know.”
 
   “Then, tell me what you’re hiding,” he said as he pulled me into his lap. 
 
   I stared at him for a second, deciding what information I wanted to reveal. “She wants me to go on a weekend getaway with my family and Evan’s family next weekend.”
 
   His arms tensed around my waist. “What’d you say?”
 
   “Do you even have to ask?” I flicked his chest. “Of course I didn’t agree. Evan fed my dad a pile of psychobabble bullshit and now she’s freaking out.”
 
   Ryker tipped up my chin. “About what?”
 
   “That I’m suffering from Stockholm syndrome and that’s why I rejected him. I think they planned some sort of intervention during the vacation.”
 
   He tensed, and shadows flashed through his eyes. “Do you think that’s a fair assessment?”
 
   We sat awkwardly, staring at each other, words singeing the tips of our tongues. I had so many answers to his question, but I feared breaking our truce. Finally, he nodded. “You do.”
 
   I shifted, and my legs straddled his waist. “I can’t deny the thought has crossed my mind. More frequently in Mexico than recently.”
 
   He winced, then lifted me off his body, placing me on the armrest again. Wordlessly, he stood and crossed the room.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “Nowhere.” He pointed to a white bag next to the door. “I bought you some clothes if you plan to stick around for a few days.”
 
   I cocked my head to the side. “If I plan to stay?”
 
   “It’s up to you.” He stuffed his hands into his pockets.
 
   I took a few cautious steps closer to him and placed my open palm against his chest. “You’re mad.”
 
   “No.” He grimaced as he shook his head slowly from side to side.
 
   “We promised not to lie or keep secrets.”
 
   He blew out a breath. “I’m not asking you to lie to me about how you feel.”
 
   “Then, what?” I asked, searching his face.
 
   “I don’t know, Hattie.” He backed away from me, and my hand slipped from his chest. “I have some stuff to do. I’ll be back in a couple hours.” He cracked open the door. “There’s food in the refrigerator for dinner.”
 
   “What the hell is wrong? What did I do?”
 
   He glared at me, his veins vibrating in his neck. “I’ll tell you what’s wrong with me. I’m sick of the back and forth.”
 
   His harsh tone slashed at my heart. “Back and forth?” The anger radiating from him prompted me to take a step back. We eyed each other, sizing each other up like two boxers in a ring.
 
   “You know exactly what I’m talking about. One minute you want this, and the next you’re running away. Pushing me away. Throwing every roadblock you can come up with in my face.”
 
   “Ryker.” I held out my hand to him. “It’s complicated.”
 
   His hand sliced through the air and darkness swirled in eyes. “Fucking save it. I don’t want to talk about it right now.”
 
   “Why are you leaving? We need to talk.”
 
   “We’ve talked, but you’re still riding the fence while I’m all in. I picked you over my family, and you still can’t decide how you feel about me. You’re in. You’re out. You have Stockholm syndrome. Well, you know what? I’m sick of it.”
 
   “You can’t blame me. In Mexico, you put out a million mixed signals, and then you pushed me away—”
 
   “Mexico.” He yanked on the roots of his hair. “Fuck what happened in Mexico. I had a job to do, and I was conflicted as fuck. I wanted you even when I knew I shouldn’t touch you.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because regardless of what happened between us, I knew how it ended.”
 
   “And how was it supposed to end?”
 
   “Exactly the way it did. With you running back to Evan. Tell me. How long did it take for him to convince you to marry him? A day? An hour? Ten minutes?”
 
   “How dare you,” I screamed. “I did what you asked and now you’re pissed. If you wanted me, you shouldn’t have let me go. You shouldn’t have thrown me at Evan with your blessing.”
 
   “I had to let you go.”
 
   “No you didn’t,” I protested, whipping my head back and forth. “You could’ve asked me to stay. You could’ve fought for me. You didn’t do any of that.”
 
   His mouth twisted into a sneer and he pointed his finger at me. “Are you trying to tell me you would’ve given up everything to stay with me? Your family? Your friends? Finishing your degree? You would’ve been happy disappearing forever? Because that’s what we would’ve had to do.”
 
   My shoulders sagged as the anger drained from my body. I wanted to wrap my arms around him and tell him I loved him, but I held back. “No, you’re right, but things are different now. I choose you. I chose you. I’m just confused. I’m not sure how to navigate everything.” I was more than confused. I was driving blind, in a blizzard at night on an unlit road without GPS.
 
   “You say that now, but the next time something happens you don’t like, you’ll run again, expecting me to chase you and convince you to change your mind.”
 
   “That’s not true.” I reached for him, but he held up his hands, putting a symbolic wall between us. We didn’t need any more walls. We had too many already.
 
   “I’ll be back later. If you’re still here, we’ll talk.” He shut the door before a response filtered through my brain.
 
   I leaned my head against the door and closed my eyes. “I’ll be here,” I whispered.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   I did everything I could think of to avoid going home and facing Hattie. Fuck, I didn’t even know if she’d be there when I went back. I didn’t make much of an argument for her to stay. I practically shoved her out of my life. 
 
   I drove in endless loops around the city. I stopped for dinner at my favorite burger joint. I went to a bar around the corner from my condo building and drank too many drinks to drive home safely. 
 
   I called Ignacio. He didn’t answer. I didn’t know what I would’ve said to him anyway. We talked on an as-needed basis, which translated into once a month. Granted, we had talked more frequently since Rever became my temporary roommate. Rever didn’t think Ignacio knew where he was, but as usual, Rever underestimated our dad. Ignacio knew everything. I wouldn’t be surprised if he knew about Anna’s pregnancy, or Rever’s freelance drug smuggling.
 
   Around ten o’clock, I called my mom. I hadn’t talked to her in months. When she found out I planned to help Ignacio get Rever out of prison, we had a huge fight. Until tonight, neither of us had tried to mend our relationship. Both of us were too stubborn for our own good.
 
   “Mom, it’s Ryker.”
 
   “I know who it is. You’re the only person who’d call me at this time of the night.”
 
   I chuckled. “It’s not that late.”
 
   “Do you know how old I am? I need at least eight hours of sleep or I’ll have bags under my eyes the size of Rhode Island.”
 
   “You’re exaggerating. You’re the most beautiful fifty-five-year-old woman I’ve ever seen.” It was true. She’d modeled in her late teens and early twenties.
 
   “Your compliment lost some momentum when you qualified it with my age,” she grumbled, but I could hear the smile in her voice. For a former model, she didn’t have a vain bone in her body. Unlike some women who did anything to hang onto their youth, my mom embraced her age. She exercised, she ate healthily, but she didn’t do anything too drastic to remedy the lines around her eyes or erase the gray from her hair.
 
   “You’re right.”
 
   “I’m always right.”
 
   I sighed, knowing what I needed to do. “I’m sorry, Mom.”
 
   “Sorry for what?”
 
   “For fighting with you.”
 
   The silence stretched, and for a second, I didn’t know if she’d accept my apology. “You don’t need to apologize. We can agree to disagree, but it doesn’t change how much I love you. How’s your brother? Did everything go well?”
 
   “I’m still working on it.”
 
   “I read that he was released from jail.”
 
   “He was, but there have been a few complications.”
 
   She snorted. “I wouldn’t have expected anything less.”
 
   “Mom,” I cautioned.
 
   “I know. I know,” she said wearily. “But you have to realize how this is going to end.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Ignacio wants you under his thumb. He’ll have you waist deep in cartel business before you know it, and then you’ll be stuck.”
 
   “That’s not going to happen.”
 
   She sighed. “Then you don’t know Ignacio very well. He thinks the Vargas Cartel is his legacy, his crowning achievement, and now he knows Rever is incapable of leading the cartel into the next generation. That leaves you.”
 
   “No. I’ve already told him I can’t help him.”
 
    She exhaled loudly. “If you don’t sever all contact with him, he will find a way to rope you into his depraved way of life.”
 
   “Mom,” I said, dragging out the word. “We’ve had this conversation before.”
 
   “And this won’t be the last time. I’ll keep saying it until it’s too late, or you’ve kicked your father out of your life for good.” She cleared her throat. “Why are you calling?”
 
   “To talk.”
 
   “Are you sure that’s it?”
 
   I slid my hands up and down my legs. “I’ve met someone. A woman.”
 
   “Do you love her?”
 
   I nodded, even though she couldn’t see me. “I do.” It felt strange confessing this to my mom before telling Hattie. My mom and I were never close. I loved her. She loved me. She’d been a good mom, but an invisible wall existed between us. For as long as I could remember, my mom and dad communicated through intermediaries. The deep fracture between my mom and dad made me feel constantly divided. Divided between two parents, two lives, two countries, and two cultures. Any love I showed my dad felt like a betrayal of my mom and vice versa, so I existed in limbo, never fully pledging myself to anyone or anything.
 
   “You haven’t told her anything about your family or your job.” It was a statement, not a question.
 
   “She knows everything.”
 
   “Really?” she said, sounding surprised. “How’d she take it?”
 
   I paused, not sure how to answer her question. There wasn’t a simple answer, and I refused to reveal the details of how we met. My mom would never forgive me. She’d lose all faith in me. “She doesn’t like it.”
 
   “Does she still want to be with you?”
 
   Pain knifed through my gut. I felt like I’d been punched in the stomach, and I couldn’t catch my breath. “I hope so.”
 
   “You don’t know?”
 
   “It’s complicated,” I countered, reciting the same words Hattie said to me earlier. The irony of my declaration didn’t go unnoticed by me.
 
   “Love always is,” she whispered, sounding tired. 
 
   “I’ll let you get back to sleep.”
 
   “Okay, but don’t wait another two months to call me.”
 
   I laughed. “You can call me too, Mom.”
 
   “I know. Goodnight, Ryker.”
 
   “Goodnight, Mom.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Two hours later, my hand rested on the door handle to my bedroom. A cold feeling prickled through my body, and my heart plummeted to my stomach. I didn’t know what I’d do if Hattie had left me. After four glasses of bourbon, I had promised I’d let her go if that was what she wanted. I didn’t want her to be mine by default, or because she felt some perverse attachment to me. 
 
   Now, with the moment of truth staring right back at me, my chest burned with the thought of never seeing her, touching her, or kissing her again. Somehow over the last few months, she had become more important to me than anything or anyone else in the world. I ached to pull her into my arms and lose myself in the taste of her lips.
 
   Closing my eyes, I pushed my bedroom door open and sucked in a deep breath before I faced reality. Relief flooded through my veins when I saw her curled in a ball on my bed. She wore my gray collared shirt. Her long, toned legs were twisted in the sheets like she had a hard time falling asleep. She looked like a fallen angel with hair framing her face and the fringe of her dark lashes shadowing her cheeks.
 
   Not wanting to wake her, I moved through the room as silently as possible. I placed a small plastic bag on the nightstand and trailed my fingers down the side of her face. She didn’t move. With my eyes locked on her face, I pulled my shirt over my head, kicked off my shoes, and shoved my pants down my legs. 
 
   Sitting down next to her, I traced the curve of her face and the arch of her long neck, committing it to memory for the thousandth time. Her eyes fluttered open.
 
   “Ryker?” she whispered, her voice raspy from sleep. “What time is it?”
 
   “After midnight.”
 
   “I tried to wait up for you. Do you want me to leave? Is that why you didn’t come back for dinner?”
 
   Her words tore at my heart, slashing invisible ribbons across the planes of my chest. “I’m sorry,” I whispered hoarsely, remorse suffocating me. My hands skated up and down her arms. “I’m so sorry. I don’t want you to go.”
 
   “I’m sorry too.” She rested the palm of her smooth hand on my cheek, and a shudder raced through my body. “I didn’t mean what I said. I know this situation is hard for both of us. I didn’t mean to dismiss my feelings for you.”
 
   “Shh.” I placed a finger over her lips, rubbing it back and forth. “Don’t apologize. I don’t want your apology.”
 
   Two deep grooves marred the smooth skin at the bridge of her nose. “You don’t?”
 
   “No.” I kissed her, lingering on her lips for a beat too long, tasting her and inhaling her familiar scent. “You’re the only one who doesn’t need to apologize for what’s happened. You haven’t done anything wrong. You’ve been pushed and pulled in every direction. You’re doing the best you can. You have every right to be confused and question me. Us. Everything. I won’t push you again. Any time you want out or you feel like this is too hard, you can go.”
 
   Her hands sunk in my hair, and she pulled my mouth back against hers. I parted her lips and groaned as her tongue curled around mine with an unyielding urgency. She turned her head to the side, severing contact. Her golden eyes seared mine. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t look away as my heartbeat reverberated through my body, waiting for her to say something. Anything.
 
   “I love you,” she whispered.
 
   The air whooshed out of my lungs. With those three simple words, she had healed the division in my heart, mending the fractured pieces. I didn’t need to choose one-half of my heart over the other. She owned the whole damn thing. 
 
   My loyalties weren’t divided.
 
   My heart wasn’t conflicted.
 
   My soul wasn’t fractured.
 
   She owned every inch of me, whether she wanted it or not.


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   Ryker froze. His eyes widened, and his hands tightened on my arms. For a split second, I wished I could rewind time and recall my words. With every passing second of silence, my heart died a little. When I couldn’t take one more second of his silent condemnation, I closed my eyes, drowning in dark tidal waves of self-pity and self-censure.
 
   “Open your eyes, Hattie.”
 
   I shook my head. “No. I’m sorry I said it. I should’ve kept it to myself. We can pretend like it didn’t happen.”
 
   “I can’t do that,” he said, resting his forehead against mine.
 
   I rolled my head to the side. “Please,” I whispered.
 
   He cradled my face, gently forcing me to face him. I didn’t open my eyes, but I felt his nose brush against mine. 
 
   “I love you too.”
 
   My eyes popped open as my heart did a victory dance in my chest. “You do?”
 
   He grunted in disbelief and frustration. “Of course I do.”
 
   “I never thought…I didn’t know,” I murmured more to myself than him.
 
   “Now you do.” Our lips fused together in a frenzy of desire like this was the first time we had ever kissed.
 
   Our mouths tangled.
 
   Our hearts united. 
 
   Our bodies harmonized.
 
   Our breathing quickened.
 
   I loved him. Every flaw. Every secret. Every smile. Every inch of him. Nothing could change my mind. I could’ve carved out my heart and given it to him right then because he owned it. Every jigsaw piece belonged irrevocably to Ryker Vargas.
 
   My lover.
 
   My captor.
 
   My other half.
 
   My future.
 
   Button by button, he opened my shirt, taking his time like I was the best present he’d ever received. Then, he slid my panties down my legs. His boxer briefs followed. Skin to skin, I ached to feel him inside of me again. I didn’t want to waste one more second. I reached between our bodies to guide him inside of me, but he snagged my wrists one by one and pressed them against the headboard.
 
   Ryker had other ideas. “Not so fast,” he muttered. 
 
   He trailed kisses along my jaw, down my neck, and then licked a path to the delicate skin behind my ear. Each flicker of his tongue sent a rush of pleasure through my body. He kneaded my breasts, soft and gentle, and circled my nipples with his thumbs. Then, his mouth followed his talented fingers, and I was lost. Moaning, I arched into him, offering and begging for him to take anything he wanted.
 
   One of his hands slipped down my body to my sex. I spread my legs, intentionally giving him better access. His finger swirled around my entrance, then he stroked in and out of me with two fingers. My hips rotated as he moved with the hands of a man who knew how to play my body, igniting every nerve ending. He always had. He always would.
 
   “Ryker,” I gasped, so close to the edge my vision blurred. The ache inside of me multiplied with startling velocity, becoming hotter and more urgent with each thrust of his fingers.
 
   “What do you want, Hattie?”
 
   “You. Inside. Me. Now.” I wanted to experience the soul-shattering connection when he buried himself deep inside of me, and we moved together like we were meant for each other. 
 
   His eyes darkened with promise, and his hand stopped moving. “Now?” he whispered, his lips hovering inches from mine. 
 
   “Yes,” I answered, because there was no reason to fight him anymore. No reason to pretend. We were on the same page. We were moving forward together. No secrets. No lies. Only love.
 
   He moved his hand and shifted his body so his hard cock rested against my sex. He flexed his hips, tormenting me with the slow slide of his cock along my entrance until I thought I’d die of emptiness. With his eyes searing mine, he slid inside of me, filling me, stretching me. As he began to move, everything faded but the feel of him inside of me and the warm brush of his lips against mine.
 
   Perfection.
 
   Completion.
 
   Beauty.
 
   Those three words tumbled through my mind as he glided in and out of me with long, languid strokes—each rock, tilt, and flex bringing me closer and closer to completion. I groaned, voicing my need the only way I could at that moment.
 
   “Does that feel good?” I nodded almost too eagerly, and a suggestion of a smile tugged at the corner of his lips. “I know. We’re perfect together.”
 
   He was right. Maybe that was why I could never refuse him. I circled my legs around his waist and tilted my hips as he moved with the perfect carnal rhythm, igniting a slow burn in every nerve ending. He consumed me with every touch, kiss, and thrust.
 
   In moments like this, only Ryker and I existed. His room could burst into flames, and I wouldn’t care or notice. His hand moved to the apex of my thighs. One masterfully aimed touch and the slow burn exploded into a wildfire. I cried out as an orgasm ripped through my body. He moved faster, harder, wringing every ounce of pleasure from my body and his until he collapsed on top of me, the strong and heavy beat of his heart nudging my breastbone.
 
   With his head buried next to my neck, his thumb traced the edge of my jaw. “I love you,” he whispered. I turned my head and pressed a sideways kiss on the center of his palm. 
 
   “I love you too.” 
 
   He rolled off me and chuckled. 
 
   “What’s so funny?” I stared at his smiling face.
 
   “Nothing. I’m happy.”
 
   “Me too,” I said, and I was. For the first time in months, I believed everything would be fine. Better than fine. Ryker made me believe in us, in him, and our future. Regardless of what happened with my family or Evan’s family, I had Ryker, and at that moment, nothing else mattered. “Having you in my life makes me happy.”
 
   His mouth found mine, kissing me, loving me, and telling me without words everything I needed to know.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   I placed a tray on the bed next to Hattie. I could get used to waking up next to her every day. She looked so peaceful with her dark hair spread out on my sheets. The morning sunlight flooded the bedroom, highlighting the contours of her body. 
 
   I had never wanted the women I dated in my space, touching my belongings and demanding my attention the morning after, but Hattie made me want that and more.
 
   When she left Mexico, I thought I’d be able to forget about her, but it never happened. Days passed, weeks passed, and I craved her more and more. She complicated my life from the minute I saw her, and now I couldn’t imagine my life without her. 
 
   Last night, we finally talked about what we meant to each other. We loved each other, but so many obstacles stood in our way. I planned to fight for a life with her even though I didn’t know what it’d look like, because being with her felt…right.
 
   I stroked the side of her face and her eyes fluttered open. “Good morning.”
 
   “Hey,” she whispered. “What’s that?” She sat up, eyeing the tray of food.
 
   “Breakfast in bed.”
 
   She smiled. “Really?”
 
   “Yes. Don’t look surprised. I can be a good guy when I want to be.”
 
   She balanced the tray on her legs and cocked her head to the side. “You know what—I think you’re on to something. You’re not so bad when your moods aren’t all over the place.”
 
   I kissed her. I didn’t have a choice. I had to wipe that sassy smile off her face. “Watch out.”
 
   “Or what?” she mumbled against my lips.
 
   “Or I’ll spend the rest of the day punishing you.”
 
   “Hm.” She leaned against the headboard. “That sounds promising, but let me enjoy my food first. Then you can get to work summoning your inner asshole.”
 
   Chuckling, I averted my gaze. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the plastic bag I’d left on the nightstand last night. My mood dropped instantly. I didn’t want to ruin her morning, but we couldn’t avoid reality forever.
 
   “Ryker,” she said as she squeezed my hand. “You know I was kidding, right?”
 
   “Yeah.” With a forced smile, I grabbed the plastic bag and sat down on the edge of the bed.
 
   Hattie took a sip of her coffee. “What’s that?”
 
   I slipped the box out of the bag and placed it on the tray.
 
   Her lip pressed into a firm line. “A pregnancy test? I already took one a couple weeks ago, remember?”
 
   I swallowed and shifted on the bed. “I know, but I think you should try again. Just to be sure.”
 
   “I feel fine.” She picked up the box and squinted at the small text on the back. “I’m not nauseous, tired, or whatever.”
 
   “That’s good.”
 
   She held out the box to me. “Save it for me, and if I still haven’t started my period in a week, I’ll take the test.”
 
   I grabbed it out of her hand. “You’re procrastinating.”
 
   Ignoring me, she took a few bites of her toast. “I took a test already.”
 
   “I know, but you may have taken it too early.”
 
   She frowned. “How do you figure?”
 
   “You’d only been home for two weeks. That’s fourteen days.”
 
   “I know how long two weeks is,” she muttered.
 
   I held out the box. “Right, so you agree it might’ve been too early to take the test.”
 
   She tugged on the hem of her shirt. “I’m not ready to know. I’m still trying to put my life back together.”
 
   “Negative or positive, it won’t change anything.” I placed the box in her lap.
 
   “You’re wrong.” She swallowed hard. “It will change everything. What would I do with a baby? I haven’t finished school. I don’t have a job anymore. My family barely talks to me. They think I’m crazy. I’m living off my savings and the money my dad deposits in my bank account every month to assuage his guilt for being a shitty parent.” She rubbed her hand over her face. “I’m a fucking mess.”
 
   I moved the tray from her lap and wrapped my arms around her. “No, you’re not, and you have me. I already told you. We’re in this together.”
 
   “And you won’t be mad if I am…” Her voice lowered until it faded away entirely. Tears bloomed in the corners of her eyes. She looked fragile, like she’d shatter any second. Her eyes were haunted; her golden skin stretched tight over the delicate bones of her face. 
 
   “No,” I answered before she could finish the thought. 
 
   I hadn’t planned to have a family, but I wouldn’t be mad. I’d spent my life being my dad’s dirty secret and my mom’s life changing mistake. My dad already had a wife and a kid. My mom’s modeling career crashed and burned after she had me. Both of them loved me in their own way, but I always suspected they believed they’d be better off without me. I didn’t want my child to feel that way. If Hattie were pregnant, I’d make damn sure she and my child were happy and had everything they needed.
 
   “Are you sure? Because even if I’m pregnant, I could—”
 
   I pressed my fingers to her lips. “We’re not having this discussion.”
 
   She yanked my fingers away from her face. “What do you mean?”
 
   “After you’ve taken the test, and we know for sure, we’ll talk and we’ll decide what we want to do together.”
 
   “Okay.” She picked up the box from her lap and tapped it against her leg. “Let’s do this.”
 
   I stood up and grabbed her hand, pulling her to her feet. We walked to the bathroom, with our hands intertwined.
 
   She stopped outside the door. “You can wait out here. I don’t need your help to pee on a stick.”
 
   “Whatever you need.”
 
   When she closed the door, I slid down the wall and pulled my phone out of my pocket. It had been vibrating in my pocket all morning. I’d successfully ignored all the calls, but someone really wanted to get in touch with me. 
 
   I scrolled through my missed calls. All ten of them were from Ignacio. I hesitated for a moment. Then, I snuck away to the bedroom and called him back. I only had a few minutes, but maybe that’d be enough time to figure out what he wanted.
 
    “Is this Ryker?”
 
   “Yes,” I answered, not recognizing the voice.
 
   “This is Emanuel Rodriquez. I don’t think we’ve met, but I work for you dad.”
 
   “I know who you are.” Ignacio hadn’t introduced us, but he mentioned him often. Sometimes I wondered why he didn’t groom Emanuel to be his successor instead of Rever. Emanuel was dedicated to the Vargas Cartel like Rever and I would never be. He didn’t have a problem dealing with the ugly side of the business.
 
   “I tried to call Rever last night, but he hasn’t answered his phone.”
 
   “If you called from Ignacio’s phone, he won’t answer. They aren’t speaking.”
 
   “Right,” he said. “I forgot.”
 
   “Can I help you with something?”
 
   He sighed. “I don’t know how to tell you this, so I’ll just come out and say it. Ignacio was shot last night.”
 
   My vision blurred, and my breath stagnated in my throat. “What? How?”
 
   “I don’t know the details, but from what little I’ve been told by his security team, it sounded like a paid hit.”
 
   My throat closed and I clutched my phone harder. Ignacio and I weren’t always on the best of terms. He was a hard and sometimes unforgiving man, but he was my dad, and I loved him. “Is he going to be okay?” My voice cracked.
 
   “He’s in the intensive care unit. He was shot in the chest. He has a collapsed lung, and he’s lost a lot of blood.”
 
   “Fuck,” I mumbled in a daze. “What does the doctor think?”
 
   “He made it through surgery and they were able to repair his lung. They’re going to take him off the ventilator tomorrow. We’ll know more then.”
 
   I tunneled my hands in my hair. “Okay. Thanks for calling.”
 
   Emanuel didn’t respond for a moment and the phone crackled with silence. “I think you and Rever should come, just in case…” He didn’t finish the sentence, but I understood what he meant. Ignacio wasn’t a young man, and even if he were, recovering from a gunshot wound wasn’t a sure thing.
 
   “I have to make some arrangements, but we’ll be there as soon as possible.” Details tumbled through my mind. I didn’t think Rever could get on a commercial flight without being arrested. I could try to get him a counterfeit passport from one of my contacts, but it’d take a couple of days. “Maybe three days,” I clarified.
 
   He cleared his throat. “Ignacio’s private jet arrived at Ronald Regan International Airport an hour ago. It can leave as soon as you’re ready.”
 
   I never liked using Ignacio’s plane or taking his money. It always came with strings a mile long, but it’d simplify things. “Thanks. Text me the hospital information. Rever and I will go straight there after we land.” 
 
   “See you tonight.”
 
   I disconnected the phone and braced my head on my knees.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   With my back facing the stick slated to determine my future, I tapped my fingers against my thighs, mentally counting off the minutes in sixty-second increments. Counting helped me ignore all the questions circling in my brain with ruthless determination.
 
   Fifty-eight. 
 
   Fifty-nine.
 
   Sixty. 
 
   This was it—the moment of truth.
 
   I rubbed my eyes, sucked in a breath, and spun around. Leaning over, I stared at the white thermometer-like stick, careful not to disturb anything.
 
   Two lines. There were two fucking lines. With trembling hands, I snagged the crumbled instructions off the counter, making sure I didn’t misinterpret them. Nope. 
 
   “Oh my God,” I whispered. “I’m pregnant.”
 
   What would I tell my family? My mom would freak. She dropped out of Harvard Law School when she found out she was pregnant with my brother. She referred to it as the dumbest mistake of her life, and here I was, pregnant, unmarried, and months away from receiving my graduate degree.
 
   I’m screwed.
 
   My vision tilted like I had vertigo, and my knees buckled like an accordion. I clenched the edge of the countertop, barely catching myself before I collapsed. Tears welded in the corners of my eyes, threatening to erupt like a volcano.
 
   What would I do? I paced back and forth with my hand cradling my still flat stomach for endless minutes. Distantly, I wondered why Ryker hadn’t knocked on the door yet. Pausing, I stared at my reflection in the mirror.
 
   I can do this. I’m smart. I can figure this out.
 
   Ryker would help me with whatever I decided. I trusted him. I splashed some water on my face, picked up the white stick, and cracked the door.
 
   “Ryker,” I said, poking my head out. I didn’t see him. I walked into his bedroom, searching everywhere for him.
 
   “Ryker,” I said again.
 
   Five seconds later, he walked out of his closet and dumped a black hard-shelled suitcase on the bed. He didn’t look at me. He didn’t acknowledge me. Instead, he unzipped the suitcase and flipped it open.
 
   “I’m pregnant,” I blurted out before I lost my nerve.
 
   He didn’t respond. He opened the dresser behind him and pulled out a stack of clothes.
 
   My stomach dropped. “Did you hear me?”
 
   He paused mid-stride. His eyes locked with mine. His face was pale and his eyes were red-rimmed, but he smiled. “No. I’m sorry. I was lost in my thoughts. What did you find out?”
 
   I waved my hand at the opened luggage. “Are you going somewhere?”
 
   Sighing, he dropped the clothes on the bed. “To Mexico.”
 
   “Why?” I held out the pregnancy test and wrapped my other hand around my waist. 
 
   He eyed the white stick, then he grabbed it out of my hand. “Ignacio is in the hospital.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Somebody shot him last night.” He twirled the stick between his fingers. Then, he lifted his head. “You’re pregnant?”
 
   My mouth opened and closed. I didn’t know what to say. Nothing seemed right. Not now. I nodded. “Yes,” I whispered, closing my eyes. “I’m sorry. This is a mess. What do you want me to do?”
 
   His arms closed around my waist, and he wrenched me against his chest. His hand ran up and down the back of my hair. He didn’t say anything as we swayed back and forth. After a few minutes, he turned my face, forcing me to look at him. “You’re going to come with me.”
 
   “To Mexico?”
 
   “Yes. We’re leaving in a couple of hours. We’ll stop by Vera’s apartment on the way to the airport. You can grab your passport and pack a bag, but we don’t have much time.”
 
   Fear ripped through me and my throat constricted. My shuddering breath echoed off the barren walls. “I can’t.” I jerked my head back and forth. “I want to be there for you, but I don’t want to go back there ever again. I don’t want to see Ignacio. I don’t want to stay at his house.” I didn’t need to explain. I didn’t owe him any explanation. He would understand.
 
   “I know, Hattie, but I can’t leave you here. Especially now.”
 
   I stepped out of his embrace and laced my hands together in front of my chest, squeezing them until my fingertips turned pink. “I’ll be okay. It’ll give me time to think. This might actually be a good thing.” I didn’t really believe that. I wanted him to stay, but I knew he couldn’t. Ignacio had committed and ordered innumerable depraved acts, but he was still Ryker’s father.
 
   His dark eyebrows drew together. “Where will you stay? You can’t go back to Vera’s apartment yet.”
 
   My gaze drifted over his room, desperately searching for a compromise. I didn’t want to go back to Vera’s apartment. I still couldn’t ignore that she might’ve helped Evan, even if it was only in a limited capacity. Also, I wasn’t ready to tell anyone about the pregnancy. In a matter of days, I could experience morning sickness, and she only had one bathroom. The stomach flu excuse would only work for a few days.
 
   “I’ll stay here. I’ll get some of my things.” When he didn’t respond, I realized he might not want me in his apartment by myself. “If that’s okay with you. I’d stay out of your personal space. You can keep your study locked or whatever. I won’t tell anyone I’m here,” I rambled.
 
   “No,” he answered, not even taking a second to consider my suggestion. 
 
   “You don’t trust me?” Confusion and sadness swirled around me.
 
   He folded his arms across his chest. “I trust you, but I’m not leaving you here to figure out everything by yourself. We need to talk, but I don’t have time to do it right now. I have a plane to catch. I have to tell Rever what’s going on.”
 
   “Did you buy me a plane ticket?”
 
   He shook his head. “We’re not flying commercial.”
 
   “I don’t know,” I whispered. “I’m not sure it’s a good idea.”
 
   “Look, you don’t have to see Ignacio or anyone affiliated with the Vargas Cartel. We’ll stay at a hotel in a touristy area. I won’t take you anywhere near the Vargas compound. You can hang out at the pool while I’m gone. Think of it as a vacation. You won’t have to deal with your family or Evan. We’ll work out the details of your pregnancy.”
 
   My stomach knotted at the thought of facing my mom or running into Evan, but more importantly, my heart begged me to go with him. To trust him. “I could work on my thesis for school,” I said, pushing my forebodings aside.
 
   Striding forward with a smile on his face, he cradled my face and kissed me on the lips hard. “Good. We’ll stop by Vera’s on the way to the airport, and you can grab your laptop and whatever else you need.”
 
   “How long will we be gone?”
 
   “A week. Maybe two, but you can leave anytime you want.”
 
   I searched his face for duplicity, but he looked sincere. “You promise?”
 
   “Yes.” He kissed me again. “Anything you want. I need to see Ignacio, but you’re my first priority.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   We landed in Cancun at ten o’clock last night. Hospital visiting hours had ended, so Hattie and I took a cab to the hotel instead. I didn’t know where Rever went, and I didn’t care. Even though he said he didn’t want to see Ignacio, I assumed I’d see him at the hospital sometime today. 
 
   “What are you going to do today?” I asked Hattie.
 
   We hadn’t exchanged more than a few sentences on the plane or last night. It didn’t appear the trend would reverse course this morning either. We dressed. We walked to the hotel restaurant for breakfast. We ordered food. We sipped our coffee and ate, but we had only said a handful of words to each other. 
 
   Every unspoken word and missed opportunity to reassure her pressed against my chest, suffocating me. Anxiety leached from her pores. Her hands shook every time she lifted her fork. Her eye twitched. She was nervous about being in Mexico with me again. I understood her concerns. I hated being here again too. The ghosts from the last time we were in Mexico haunted me. I wished I could erase all her pain and sadness with happier memories.
 
   Hattie set her silverware diagonally across her plate and pushed the plate away from her. She hardly touched her food. “I’ll do some research and try to work on my thesis, or maybe I’ll lounge by the pool. Swim some laps. I haven’t thought about it.”
 
   “You can come with me,” I offered. “You don’t have to go in his room or anything. You could wait in the lounge area. We could go out to lunch.”
 
   Her eyes locked on mine for a second, then they flickered away. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
 
   “I don’t like the idea of you sitting at the hotel by yourself.”
 
   She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “I’ll be fine. I have plenty of things to occupy my time. Don’t worry about me.”
 
   I frowned. “Of course I’m going to worry about you. You’re pregnant and—”
 
   She held up her hand as she chewed the corner of her lower lip. “P-pl-please,” she stuttered, struggling to force the word from her throat. “Not right now. Not when you’re leaving me here alone for the rest of the day. Not when I won’t have anything to distract me from analyzing every word you said. Every word I said.”
 
   “Hattie,” I said, lowering my voice.
 
   “No.” She moved her head from side to side. “Later, okay?”
 
   I wanted to grab her arm, pull her against my body, and kiss her until she understood how much I loved her—how much I wanted to pack our bags and get on the first plane back to the States. I didn’t do any of those things. 
 
   “Tonight?”
 
   “Sure.” She ran her fingers along my jaw. “What time do you think you’ll be back?”
 
   “I’m not sure, but I’ll try to make it back here before dinner.” My cell phone rang. It was Emanuel. I didn’t want to take the call in front of Hattie. “I have to go.” I pressed a kiss to the corner of her mouth and stood up.
 
   “I’m sorry I’ve been so quiet. I’m just…” She cleared her throat and averted her eyes.
 
   “Nervous about being in Mexico again,” I said, finishing her sentence.
 
   She swallowed. “Yeah, but I don’t want you to think I’m mad at you, because I’m not.”
 
   “I know. I get it. I know this trip is uncomfortable, but it means a lot to me that you came.”
 
   “Thanks for understanding.” She squeezed my hand. “Call me and tell me what’s going on.”
 
   “I will.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I sat in a chair next to my dad’s hospital bed. The smell of medicine and antiseptic filled my lungs. He looked smaller and older than I remembered. His skin was ashen, and his cheeks were sunken. He had a black eye and scratches on the side of his face.
 
   According to Emanuel, the doctors successfully removed the ventilator earlier this morning, but he still had a chest tube to help his lungs function and remove any residual fluids from his chest cavity.
 
   “How are you feeling?” I asked.
 
   “About as good as I look,” Ignacio croaked.
 
   “So you feel like shit?”
 
   His lips twitched. “Exactamente.” He closed his bloodshot, filmy eyes. “Where’s Rever?”
 
   “I don’t know. He said he’d be here.”
 
   “Hm,” he muttered without opening his eyes. 
 
   I reached out and grasped his hand. “I’m glad you’re going to be okay.”
 
   “That remains to be seen.”
 
   “You’re not out of the woods, but you’re breathing on your own. That’s a good sign.”
 
   He opened his eyes. “I heard you brought Hattie with you. Is she in the waiting room, or did you leave her at the hotel?”
 
   I dropped his hand and rested my elbows on my knees. “She’s at the hotel.”
 
   “I figured as much. I can’t imagine she wants to see me.” He lifted his arm and winced.
 
   “She’s busy writing her thesis,” I said, ignoring his comment. Hattie didn’t want to see him, and I couldn’t blame her. 
 
   “How are things with her?”
 
   “It’s a mess. Senator Deveron linked my two identities and not a day goes by without another threat.” After the confrontation in the alley with his goons, Senator Deveron hadn’t backed down. In fact, his threats had escalated. Some of the shit he said about Hattie and my family turned my stomach. I wanted to meet him in a dark alley and beat the shit out of him.
 
   “Are you worried?”
 
   I rubbed my jaw, carefully considering my answer. “I have enough dirt on him to make him think twice about acting on any of his threats, but…”
 
   “But what?” he prompted.
 
   “I’m worried about your arrangement with him.”
 
   “Don’t.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Don’t worry about me. Do what you need to do. You and Rever are good at that.”
 
   I nodded as I studied his face. “Do you know he made threats against the Vargas Cartel and you? He said he’d back the Alvarez Cartel.”
 
   Ignacio breathed hard through his nose as his ebony eyes collided with mine. “Have you changed your mind about taking your place with the Vargas Cartel?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Great, then why the fuck do you care?”
 
   “Are you saying I shouldn’t care?”
 
   Ignacio groaned. “Why are you here?”
 
   “I’m here because you’re my father and I care about you. Isn’t that a good enough reason?”
 
   “No. I have nurses to sit at my bedside and change my bedpan. I need help with the family business. I need someone to watch over my interests while I’m in here.”
 
   “I can’t do that. I don’t want any part of that life.”
 
   “Obviously, I can’t count on either of my sons.” He shook his head. “Just go. I don’t want you here right now.”
 
   I pushed out of my chair. “So it’s all or nothing? What happened to your speeches about doing what I needed to do?”
 
   His lips twisted, and the angles of his face stood out in sharp relief like they were carved from the cruelty and violence he doled out without a trace of conscience. “I changed my mind. I don’t have the luxury of having people in my life with divided loyalties. If my sons don’t respect me, nobody will. I’m tired of this game. I’m tired of waiting for you to realize your place. You don’t respect me. You aren’t loyal.”
 
   My hands balled into fists. My fingers itched to grab him by the collar of his hospital gown and shake him. I’d given up so much and done so many regrettable things, but it’d never be enough for him. Every time he needed help, I was there. It was pointless to keep living like this, never belonging anywhere or with anyone. Fuck him and his cartel. “I think it’s time for me to leave.”
 
   “I think you’re right,” he said, his eyes deadly calm. “Don’t contact me until you’re ready to assume your legacy.”
 
   My nostrils flared as poisonous words dangled from the tip of my tongue, but I didn’t say any of them. Instead, I walked out of the room and out of his life without looking back, removing myself from my father’s venomous glare and toxic life. My muscles tensed with regret, my head throbbed with the realization of how much time I wasted on my father, but my mind was clearer than it’d been in years. He liberated me from guilt and family pressure. I wished he’d done it earlier. I wasted too much of my life trying to please him.
 
   “Don’t bother,” I spat as I passed Rever in the corridor next to the elevator. I slapped the palm of my hand against the elevator call button.
 
   “What do you mean?” he asked, following me into the elevator.
 
   The doors slid closed, and my wavy reflection in the satin metal taunted me. “You were right,” I barked as I stared at floor numbers, a symbolic countdown until I could walk out of the hospital and Ignacio’s life forever. 
 
   A wide Cheshire grin crept across Rever’s face, swallowing his features. “I’m glad you finally realized it, but what are you talking about?”
 
   “Ignacio.”
 
   Rever chuckled. “Ah. He gave you an ultimatum. He never lets a crisis go to waste.” The elevator doors opened, and I stepped into the lobby without answering. 
 
   “See you later.” With my back turned to his, I lifted my hand in dismissal and started walking.
 
   “Wait. I came to find you, not to see Ignacio. I don’t have any intention of visiting him. I already told you that.”
 
   I pushed open the door to freedom. I squinted and slipped on my dark aviator sunglasses. The morning light was intense and harsh after the yellowed light in the hospital. 
 
   Ignacio thought he gave me an ultimatum, but he didn’t. He gave me freedom. Freedom to be with Hattie. Freedom to walk away from him forever. Freedom to never look back.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “We need to talk.”
 
   I wheeled around to face him. He looked better than he had in weeks. Good for him. He wore a white collared shirt and tan linen pants. He had shaved his face and the circles under his eyes had faded. 
 
   “Start talking. I don’t have much time.”
 
   His dark eyebrows slanted downward into a thick line. “Why not?”
 
   “I’m done here. I’m flying home.”
 
   He looked down and tapped the tips of his fingers together. “You can’t leave until you help me with Anna. We agreed.”
 
   I shrugged. “I changed my mind.”
 
   “Just give me one more day. Everything is set for tomorrow. I have the money. Anna will be at church. Emilio will fly us from the Vargas compound to Isla Mujeres and back. I booked a flight to Panama for Anna and me.”
 
   I stuffed my hands into my pockets. “What’s in it for me? You’re paying Emilio, but what are you going to do for me? Why should I risk anything for you?”
 
   He raised his hands in supplication. “We’re brothers. That’s what brothers do for each other.”
 
   I stormed forward. My eyes stung with memories best left in the past. “You’ve never lifted a finger for me or said one word in my defense. Try again.”
 
   Shadows flashed through his dark eyes. We both knew what I meant. Before his mom decided she was done with Ignacio and moved to a different home, she made my summers in Mexico a living hell. She humiliated me and degraded me, never missing an opportunity to remind me I didn’t belong. But no matter how Ignacio’s wife may have schemed to hurt me mentally and physically, it hurt worse that my flesh and blood had allowed it to happen. Ignacio never offered a single word in protest. The selfish bastard was content to let me pay for his sins. 
 
   “If I intervened, it would’ve made it worse. She felt betrayed and dishonored by Ignacio. He had a son with another woman and he shoved you in her face, flaunting his affair.”
 
   My head pounded, and I squeezed the bridge of my nose between my fingertips. “I don’t care anymore.” I didn’t. I had stopped caring years ago. 
 
   Rever sighed. “I’m sorry. I wish things were different then and now. As a kid, we were pitted against each other, but it shouldn’t have been that way. We were on the same side. My mom didn’t love Ignacio. She never did, but she hated the whispers behind her back about his unfaithfulness. Ignacio only cared about his legacy and the Vargas Cartel. We should’ve fought back.”
 
   I nodded. “Probably. Good luck tomorrow.”
 
   He grabbed my wrist. “Don’t leave me hanging. I’ll pay you whatever you want.”
 
   “I don’t want your money.”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   I stared in the distance for a moment without answering. “A debt for a debt. A favor for a favor,” I answered, ripping my wrist out of his grasp. 
 
   “What’s that mean?”
 
   “You’ll repay the favor when the time comes, no questions asked.”
 
   He studied my face for a few beats. “Fine.” He held out his hand, and I shook it, sealing the deal. I’d help him with Anna, and he’d help me when the time came. It never hurt to have a person indebted to you.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   Dressed in a short ivory-colored robe, I paced back and forth in the darkened hotel room, eyeing the door as if my life depended on it. The romantic dinner I had planned sat mostly untouched on the balcony. I should’ve eaten more than a few bites of salad and bread. I was hungry, tired, and pregnant, but at the moment I didn’t care about any of those things. My head throbbed. My eyes watered. I wanted to go home, even though I didn’t know what that meant anymore.
 
   My parents and Vera had blown up my phone all day. Nobody knew where I was. For all intents and purposes, I had disappeared without a trace again. I couldn’t answer their calls. I couldn’t send them pictures. Nothing about being back in Mexico, only steps from where I was abducted a few months ago, would reassure them. They’d think I’d lost my mind and have me involuntarily committed the minute I stepped foot on U.S. soil. As the minutes turned into hours, I started to agree with that sentiment.
 
   Just when I decided to give up and go to sleep, the door opened. Ryker stood, leaning his shoulder against the doorframe. His sunglasses hung from the collar of his shirt. His shirt was wrinkled, his sleeves rolled to the middle of his forearms. I stopped pacing. 
 
   “You’re up.”
 
   I rested my hands on my hips. “I am.”
 
   “Did you eat?” He looked from me to the open balcony door. The ocean breeze had snuffed out the candles hours ago.
 
   “No. Did you eat?” I shot back.
 
   He dragged a hand over the side of his face. “Rever and I ate dinner near the hospital.”
 
   “Hm.”
 
   He took a few steps in my direction and I retreated. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “You said you’d be back for dinner.”
 
   He ran his hands through his hair. “I know. Something came up. Didn’t you get my voicemail?”
 
   “No.” I rubbed a hand over my face. “I had to turn off my phone an hour ago.”
 
   Ryker set his sunglasses on the dresser and began unbuttoning his shirt. “Why’s that?”
 
   “Because my parents won’t stop calling. They’re freaking out.”
 
   “Ah,” he murmured, emptying his pockets. “I don’t doubt it. Did you tell them where you were?”
 
   “No,” I snapped.
 
   “Good.”
 
   I scrunched up my nose. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “We’re leaving the day after tomorrow. I already booked our flight. Send them a text. Tell them you took a road trip to clear your head, and you’ll be home in a couple of days. There’s no need to make them worry.” He unbuckled his pants and pushed them down his legs. His belt buckle clanged against the tile floor.
 
   My breathing accelerated, and I blinked, trying to erase the lust building inside of me with every piece of clothing he shed. 
 
   “I guess not,” I whispered, staring at the wall above his head.
 
   He settled onto the edge of the bed, wearing nothing but a pair of black boxer briefs. “Come here, Hattie,” he said, his voice thick like honey.
 
   “No.” I shook my head.
 
   He grinned. “I want to touch you. I missed you.”
 
   My eyes connected with his. “You did?”
 
   “Always.” He held out his hand. “I can’t wait to go home. I hate it here. I’ve always hated it here.”
 
   “So do I.” We gravitated to each other like two lodestones unable to resist the pull any longer. 
 
   He hauled me onto his lap and slid his arms around my waist. “We’re never coming back.”
 
   “We’re not?” I ran my hands up and down his arms. When he held me, I felt strong. Safe. Cherished.
 
   “No.” He brushed a gentle kiss across my lips, lingering there without moving, savoring the connection. The smoky flavor of bourbon coated his lips.
 
   “Why not?” I whispered against his lips.
 
   He unknotted my robe and pushed it down my shoulders. “We shouldn’t have come here.” His fingertips trailed over the swells of my breasts. Shivers danced down my spine, and I arched into his touch. Needing it. Craving it. Treasuring the urgency of his touch. “After tomorrow, I’m done with Ignacio and Rever. They’ll be out of our lives forever.”
 
   “Why tomorrow? Why not today?”
 
   “I have one more thing to do tomorrow and that’s it.” He flipped me onto my back and pressed his body into mine. His spicy scent clouded my thoughts and ignited a fever in my blood.
 
   “You’re going back to the hospital?”
 
   He shook his head. “No. Rever and I need to take care of some loose ends at the Vargas compound. I’ll be back late tomorrow night, and we’ll be on the first flight out of here.”
 
   I traced the line of his jaw with my fingers. “Do you want me to come with you tomorrow?”
 
   “No. Stay. You’ll be safer here.” His hands roamed my skin, exploring, caressing, memorizing every curve, and investigating every freckle.
 
   “I was so bored today. I didn’t leave the room. I stared at my computer screen all day.”
 
   “You didn’t go to the pool or the beach?” His lips moved down my neck, splintering my thoughts.
 
   I rolled my head to the side. “Tomorrow I’m going to go running,” I mumbled, more as a promise to myself than him. 
 
   He paused and his eyes locked on mine. “Don’t run too far. Stay close to the hotel.”
 
   Fear jolted through my body. “Why?”
 
   He smiled as he cradled my stomach. “Do you have to question everything?”
 
   “I don’t like to be left in the dark.” He kissed my belly, and I ran my fingers through his inky hair. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Giving our baby a kiss. I think he missed me.”
 
   I placed my hand over his. “You’re okay with this? I mean…” Words escaped me. There were so many reasons why I shouldn’t have this baby and only one I should—I loved him, and by extension, the baby.
 
   He smiled. “The timing isn’t perfect. We don’t have everything figured out. Senator Deveron isn’t going to leave us alone, not yet anyway. But yes, I want you, and I want our baby.”
 
   Silent tears slid down my face. I was so fucking emotional. I wanted to slap myself sometimes. “Okay.”
 
   “Hey.” He braced his body on his forearms, and a lock of hair brushed his forehead. “Don’t cry. Everything is going to be okay.”
 
   I wiped my face. “I want that to be true, but sometimes I don’t think we’ll ever find a way out of this mess.”
 
   “We will.”
 
   “Maybe you’re right. I’m just afraid the only way for us to be together is to give up everyone in our life. Our family. Our friends.”
 
   He held my gaze. “Yes,” he said quietly, but he didn’t seem upset by the prospect. He stroked my lower lip, and my heart flew like a bird inside of my chest. 
 
   “And you’re okay with that?”
 
   His eyes fell to my mouth. “Definitely. Are you?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   He cupped my breasts as his thumb toyed with my nipples. “We have our own family now. If your family and friends don’t want to be part of your life, it’s their loss, but I think they’ll come around.”
 
   I sucked in a sharp breath as his mouth trailed along my collarbone, and one of his hands slipped between my thighs. Stroke-by-stroke, touch-by-touch, kiss-by-kiss, my concerns dimmed until they faded away entirely.
 
   “What are you doing to me?” I mumbled, my body humming with desire.
 
   He rocked against me, and I circled my legs around his waist. “I’m showing you that we don’t need anyone else as long as we have each other,” he said with a lopsided grin.
 
   I pushed his boxer briefs down his legs. “I like the sound of that.”
 
   He didn’t waste a second before he pushed inside of me. A primitive sound vibrated deep in his throat. He twisted his hands in my hair as he captured my lips with bruising kisses that stole my heart and unshackled my soul. His hips hammered against mine in a brutal rhythm. I answered every thrust with one of my own. Clutching the sides of his face in my hands, I pulled his ear next to my mouth, and I whispered how much I loved him and that having him was enough. More than enough. Minutes later, we both cried out, climaxing in unison. It was the perfect beginning to our new life together. Just Ryker and me against the world. Always.


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   “How much longer?” I asked, drumming my hands against the leather steering wheel.
 
   “Any minute,” Rever answered without glancing at me.
 
   “Dammit, Rever. Text her. The mass is going to end in less than twenty minutes, and then we’ll be fucked. I’m not getting into a gunfight on the church steps. I’m not religious, but I have limits.”
 
   He rolled down the window of the car and a wave of humid heat collided with the air-conditioned interior. “I did text her.”
 
   “Text her again.”
 
   “She knows we’re here. She’ll be here any second.”
 
   “Unless she set us up and we’re about to get slaughtered.”
 
   His head whipped around. “She wouldn’t do that.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “I just do.”
 
   “Fine, but if she doesn’t walk out that door in the next ten minutes, I’m leaving. You can come with me, or you can stay. I don’t care.”
 
   “She’ll come,” he murmured. “I’m not worried.”
 
   Time ticked by, second-by-second. I stared at the dashboard, willing ten minutes to pass. Part of me wanted Anna to keep her ass firmly planted on that wooden pew and reject Rever forever. The other part of me prayed she’d hurry the fuck up so I could put the final punctuation mark on this chapter of my life and move forward with Hattie and our baby.
 
   With two minutes to spare, a petite woman with long black hair and a white full-length dress ran down the front steps, a straw tote bag clutched in her hand. She had a flawless olive complexion except the J-shaped scar near her right temple.
 
   Rever flung the car door open. “Anna.”
 
   She waved her hands above her head. “Go back to the car. We can’t do this today. They know something is going on.”
 
   “No,” Rever yelled as he stalked up the steps. “You’re coming with me today.”
 
   Anna glanced over her shoulder. A man dressed in jeans and a black t-shirt pushed open the front door of the church. “Go. Go without me,” Anna yelled, moving slowly back up the steps.
 
   Rever charged forward, grabbing her around the waist and tossed her over his shoulder. She pounded her fists on his back and kicked her legs. “Suéltame. Suéltame, abusón,” she screamed, pleading for him to let her go.
 
   “No.” 
 
   “Dammit,” I muttered. 
 
   I knew this wouldn’t work. It was too simple. Too many things could go wrong. I snagged my gun off the center console and jumped out of the car. I held the gun in front of me and used the hood to shield my body. The man in the black t-shirt lifted a gun and aimed it at Rever’s head. I didn’t stop to think. I pulled the trigger. 
 
   The shot exploded through the air, drowning out the hum of the church hymn. His gun fell out of his hand, clattering down the steps and rolling to a stop in the street. He collapsed to his knees, clutching his bicep. His face drained of color as blood poured down his arm, splattering on the pristine ivory steps.
 
   Screams drifted from inside the church walls. Rever set Anna on her feet. He stared at the scene, frozen in the moment, not moving, not breathing. Tears poured down her face as she stuffed her fist into her mouth and bent at her waist.
 
   “Move.” I pounded my hand against the hood. “Get in the car. We have to leave now.”
 
   Car tires squealed around the corner, and I dove in the front seat. Rever grabbed Anna’s wrist and yanked her down the steps. She slapped his chest and clawed at his hand as she tried to break free. “He’s my brother. I can’t leave him. He’s bleeding. Oh my God. This my fault. This was a dumb idea. I knew it.”
 
   Rever shoved her in the backseat and jumped in beside her. He looped his arms around her waist and rocked her back and forth. “It’s going to be okay. It’s just a flesh wound. Nothing more,” he whispered next to her ear.
 
   A car swerved around us, coming to an abrupt stop perpendicular to the front bumper of our car, stopping the flow of traffic. I cranked the wheel to the right and slammed on the gas pedal. Our car jumped the curb, and my head whipped to the side. Sparks flew as the metal car rims grinded against the church steps. The minute we passed the car blocking the street, I jerked the steering wheel to the right, and we were back on the asphalt again.
 
   Pop.
 
   Pop. Pop. Pop!
 
   Gunshots shattered the back window. Little slivers of glass showered over Rever and Anna’s heads like rice at a wedding recessional.
 
   “Drive faster,” Rever barked, sheltering Anna’s body with his.
 
   I wove through the steady stream of cars, scooters, and golf carts clogging the main road circling the tiny island. “I’m going as fast as I can,” I said through clenched teeth. “Take this and aim for their tires. Don’t kill anyone,” I yelled, tossing my gun over my shoulder. “We need to get them off our tail if we want to get into that helicopter and off this island in one piece.”
 
   Rever shoved Anna to the floorboard of the car and fired shot after shot out the back window until the road behind us cleared. I turned the corner and slammed on the brakes. Emilio’s helicopter was waiting at the designated meeting spot. The roar of the blades drowned out the sounds of the ocean crashing against the slick, black rocks.
 
   “Hurry. They will be here any second,” I yelled as I flung open the door and ran to the helicopter, not waiting for Rever and Anna. He could take care of her. I’d done all I could for them. 
 
   As soon as we made it back to the Vargas compound, I was done with all of this shit, forever. I had supported my brother. I dropped everything to be at Ignacio’s bedside, and he shoved it back in my face. I’d walked the line between two worlds and two lives for too many years to count. I couldn’t do it anymore. I had a kid on the way, and if Ignacio or Rever wanted anything else from me, then tough shit. I’d given enough. Sacrificed enough.
 
   My hands shook as I buckled my seatbelt. My eyes strained for any sign of Anna’s security detail. Rever ducked his head and jogged to the door with Anna in his arms.
 
   The minute Rever closed the door behind him, the helicopter lifted from the ground, and I took my first real breath since walking out of the hotel room this morning. 
 
   Still sobbing, Anna buried her head in Rever’s lap. Rever stared out the window, his hand noticeably shaking as he stroked her hair.
 
   “We did it,” Rever said, his voice raspy.
 
   “We did, but the next part is going to be the hardest,” I replied, my eyes still trained on the shrinking island.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “We have to wait for Juan Alvarez to retaliate.”
 
   “Do you think he’ll do something?”
 
   I snorted. “Yes.”
 
   “Well, that’s Ignacio’s problem. Anna and I will be gone tomorrow and so will you and Hattie. Ignacio can deal with it. Violence and revenge are his specialty.”
 
   “I hope you’re right.” 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   Ryker didn’t come back to the hotel last night. He texted me late in the afternoon saying he wouldn’t be back until sometime this morning. He and Rever went to visit Ignacio. Ryker told me he didn’t want me to go with him, which was fine. I never wanted to step foot inside the Vargas compound again, much less see Ignacio. Ryker said he wasn’t doing well, but that didn’t soften my opinion of him.
 
   As I exited the hotel, I turned on my iPod. I needed to run. I needed fresh air. We’d been in Mexico for almost four days, and I hadn’t done much of anything except work on a research paper for my graduate degree. My back ached from being hunched over my laptop. Ryker warned me not to stray too far from the hotel grounds, but I hadn’t jogged in days. I didn’t plan to be gone long. Maybe thirty or forty minutes, and we were in the middle of Playa del Carmen, a tourist destination, not a cartel stronghold.
 
   I rounded the corner, increasing my speed. At six thirty in the morning, the streets were empty except for a few people standing at the bus stop. I liked exploring the town this way. I could see traces of the sleepy fishing village before the tourist industry crept southward from Cancun.
 
   With each stride, my feet pounded against the uneven sun-bleached pavement. Music screamed from my earbuds, blocking out the world. The faint tinge of ocean air tickled my nose. Sweat beaded at my temples. The humid air stuck in my lungs. Even this early in the morning, my clothes clung to my body like a second skin. I’d never get used to this weather. 
 
   I vaulted on and off the narrow sidewalk, avoiding signs, trashcans, and planters. My legs burned, but I pushed harder, hammering away at the cobwebs in my brain from too many sleepless nights and too much anxiety. 
 
   My phone repeatedly vibrated against my leg in the zipped pocket of my running shorts. Ryker was probably trying to reach me. He could wait. I’d decided to fly home today or tomorrow, regardless of whether his plans had changed. I wanted to go home. I hadn’t seen Ryker much during the entire trip. He didn’t need me here. I didn’t belong here. As much as he denied it, this was his world.
 
   I paused at the intersection as a white sedan turned the corner and came to an abrupt halt. A convoy of three trucks whipped around the corner, slamming on their brakes, effectively boxing me in.
 
   A chill ghosted down my spine, and my skin prickled beneath the sheen of sweat. My heart squeezed painfully. I ripped my earbuds from my ears and draped the wire around the back of my neck. Panicked, I glanced over my shoulder for an escape route that didn’t include walking by the cars. Just then, the passenger car doors opened. Men dressed in black exited the cars with assault weapons slung over their shoulders.
 
   A scream bubbled up in my chest, but when I opened my mouth it resembled a whimper. Frozen with fear, I bit down on the inside of my cheek until the metallic taste of blood coated my mouth. My stomach flipped like an over-easy egg. Hundreds of thoughts raced through my mind, colliding like bumper cars as they vied for my attention. 
 
   I willed my legs to move, but dread cemented them to the ground.
 
   “Rapido. Rapido,” one man bellowed, waving his gun back and forth like a macabre music conductor.
 
   Fuck. They were here for me. Blood drained from my face, and I swayed. Trembling, my iPod slipped from my boneless fingertips, cartwheeling down the sidewalk into the street. Strangely detached from reality, I watched it tumble around and around until it skidded to a stop. 
 
   Then, something clicked in my brain, and I ran. I ran like my life depended on it, and it probably did.
 
   “Help me. Somebody help me,” I screamed, not even pausing to glance over my shoulder. I vaulted over a collapsible sidewalk sign advertising breakfast. The toe of my sneaker caught the wooden edge, and it tipped over, sliding across the pavement.
 
   “Agarrarla,” a man yelled.
 
   Strands of hair whipped around my face. Cold sweat poured down my back. My lungs burned. Blood thundered in my ears like a steam train, getting louder and louder with every stride.
 
   Please don’t let them catch me.
 
   Please don’t let them catch me.
 
   Please don’t—
 
   Before I could finish the thought a third time, arms snaked around my waist, gouging the flesh of my stomach, centimeter by centimeter. The rubber soles of my sneakers scraped across the pavement. I lurched forward, battling him with every muscle fiber in my body, but instead of breaking his hold, we tumbled forward onto the sidewalk. Pain zigzagged up my arms as my hands crashed against the ground. Dirt and gravel dug into my flesh like shrapnel.
 
   I scrambled forward, my fingernails clawing at the hairline fractures in the pavement as though I could rip them open and find refuge from the nightmare unfolding with lightning speed. Rust-colored blood from my hands streaked the pavement in parallel lines. He yanked my head backward by my hair, and my scalp pulsed with mind-splitting pain. Like a bull taunted by a matador in a bullfight, a red haze of bloodlust tinted my vision. I donkey-kicked backward over and over, relishing every grunt and groan spilling from the man’s mouth.
 
   I wouldn’t win. I knew it. He knew it. He weighed at least a hundred pounds more than me. He had a gun. He had five men helping him, but I’d fight until I couldn’t fight any longer. For me. For our baby.
 
   “Pinche puta,” the man cursed next to my ear. Saliva splattered across the side of my face. Like a noxious gas, the smell of garlic and stale cigarette smoke infiltrated my lungs. I gagged, barely choking back the bile blistering the walls of my throat.
 
   He shoved my face into the ground. My teeth rattled. Tears streamed unchecked down my sweat-stained face. Dirt coated my lips, crunching between my teeth.
 
   “Fuck you. You piece of shit.” I growled as I reached back and yanked a handful of his greasy hair, tearing it from the roots. My hand fell to the ground. Looking down, my stomach lurched when I saw a fistful of black hair threaded between my fingers. 
 
   “Did your boyfriend think we’d ignore his insult? That we wouldn’t retaliate?” His hand coiled around the front of my neck, constricting the air to my lungs, and pressing with alarming accuracy against my jugular. I gasped for air. My body ached. Terror screamed through my veins.
 
   My fingernails burrowed into his hand, scratching and mauling him like a feral alley cat. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, but the words sounded more like hoarse whimpers.
 
   “Shut the fuck up. All he had to do was mind his own business and stay the hell out of Mexico and away from Anna.” 
 
   “No. No. No,” I mumbled. My vision blurred from a combination of tears and lack of air. Everything looked wavy and distorted. I drew my body into a tight ball. Ryker was supposed to protect me. He said he’d keep me safe, but he was nowhere to be found as his enemies stole my future, like cherry blossoms swept away in a spring wind. I had no one. Nothing.
 
   Not again. Not again. I chanted, wishing my thoughts alone could stop this from happening. The butt of his gun collided with the side of my head, sandwiching my skull against the ground. Pain exploded inside my head, and white stars splashed behind my eyes. My vision tunneled to a pinprick, and then everything went dark.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   I opened the door to our hotel room.
 
   “Hattie?”
 
   No answer.
 
   Her suitcase sat on the luggage rack half packed. What the hell? Did she plan to leave without telling me? The soles of my shoes echoed against the creamy white tile floors as I crossed the room. I peeked inside the bathroom. Empty except for the faint hint of her crisp perfume.
 
   Where the hell was she? I called her cell phone at least twenty times in the last five hours. She hadn’t answered the phone in our hotel room either. I checked the pool and the beach. Nothing.
 
   I settled into the chair across from the bed and rested my ankle on the opposite knee. Too exhausted to deal with the implications of her pending departure, I closed my eyes, concentrating on putting the last few days behind me. 
 
   Ignacio. 
 
   Rever. 
 
   Anna. 
 
   The Vargas Cartel.
 
   For some reason, I had convinced Hattie to accompany me on this trip. Bringing her here didn’t make sense, but when it came to Hattie, I was a greedy bastard. I refused to leave her at home and give her an opportunity to change her mind about me…about us. I didn’t want her to create a new life without me because I couldn’t and wouldn’t live without her. Somehow she became my home. My everything.
 
   My phone rang. I slipped it out of my pocket and checked the screen.
 
   Thank God. It was Hattie.
 
   “Hattie, where are you?”
 
   “Ryker?” she said, her voice quivering.
 
   I stood up. “Are you okay?”
 
   “No,” she whispered.
 
   “Hand me the phone,” a man yelled and my heart lurched.
 
   “Hattie. Hattie. Talk to me. Who is that?”
 
   “Is this Ryker Vargas?” A man’s voice echoed through the phone.
 
   “Yes. Who the fuck is this?”
 
   “This is Juan Alvarez.”
 
   My stomach dropped, and the air whooshed out of my lungs. “What do you want?”
 
   “What do you think I want? You invaded my turf and stole my daughter.”
 
   “She came willingly. She wanted to go with us.”
 
    “I don’t give a fuck what she wanted, you mother fucker. You insulted my intelligence. You shot my son. You have seventy-two hours to return my daughter or—”
 
   “That’s not fucking happening. They’re not even in Mexico anymore,” I interrupted. Rever and Anna had booked a flight to Panama that departed hours ago. 
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Then you realize I can’t return your daughter.”
 
   “Make it happen you piece of shit, or I’ll have room service deliver Hattie’s fingernails to your hotel room on a fucking silver platter, but I won’t stop there. For every day that passes without Anna being returned to my home, I’ll cut off another body part.” He chuckled, a cold, lifeless sound that made the hair on my arms lift in protest. “Don’t worry, I’ll start with the small body parts. Ears. Fingers. Toes. Maybe a nose or an eye. And if she passes out, I’ll pour rubbing alcohol on her face to make sure she doesn’t miss a second of pain.”
 
   Rage boiled in my gut. For the first time in my life, I felt completely out of control. Revenge coiled around my chest like a Mexican black kingsnake. “No. You listen to me. If you touch a single hair on her head, I’ll kill you and every one of your family members, and I won’t do it with a single gunshot to the head. I’ll carve them up into little pieces and watch them choke on their disgusting Alvarez blood. And when I’m done, I’ll scatter their decayed body parts all over Mexico. Then, I’ll come back for you, and cut out your intestines and feed them to you with a spoon while you bleed to death.”
 
   “Fuck you. Not if I kill you and your family first.”
 
   Before I responded, the phone went dead.
 
   Admirable words, and not the first time I’d heard them either. Ten years had passed since someone uttered them to my face, which was the last time Ignacio managed to rope me into Vargas Cartel business. 
 
   Somehow the universe had boxed me into a corner, and I didn’t have a choice. I called Ignacio. In order to get Hattie back, I’d need an army, and Ignacio was the only person who could give me that. 
 
   “Ignacio, it’s Ryker,” I said when he answered the phone. “I need your help. Juan Alvarez abducted Hattie.” The words tasted like ash as they tumbled from my mouth.
 
   “I’ll help you on one condition.” I clenched my phone, already knowing what he wanted. It was what he’d wanted for the last five years. “You have to take your place in the cartel. I mean it. From this point forward, you’re all in, regardless of what happens.”
 
   Acid burned in my stomach. I never wanted it. I did everything to avoid it, but time was up. I’d run out of options. I sucked in a deep breath. My vision cleared, and my anxiety fizzled. There was something cathartic about accepting my fate. “You have a deal,” I said.
 
   My voice sounded cold and detached. Accepting his offer had stripped me of my humanity. With those four words, I had sacrificed my life and my future. For Hattie. For my child. I wished I could change it, but I’d never regret it. They were worth it. I owed it to her. I loved her, and I’d do anything to keep them safe, even if it meant giving her up and never knowing my child.
 
   An eye for an eye.
 
   Her life for mine.
 
   My soul for hers.
 
   A perfect trade.
 
   I was grateful she ever wanted me, but I knew her love would evaporate the minute she discovered my fate. Until my death, I’d carry the bloody mantle of the Vargas Cartel on my shoulders.
 
   It had happened so fast—too fast—like a tornado sweeping through my life and wrecking everything in its path. In a matter of days, I had lost everything. Everyone. Just like that, darkness rolled through me, filling my cells, coating my skin, corrupting my mind, and extinguishing the last flicker of light inside my soul. 
 
   It was done. Everything had come full circle, except this time there wouldn’t be a happily ever after for Hattie and me.
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   My eyes fluttered open. 
 
   A maze of fuzzy shadows greeted me.
 
   The pungent smell of ammonia flooded my senses.
 
   My arms and legs prickled.
 
   A film of humidity coated my skin.
 
   My head throbbed in time with the rest of my body.
 
   Hunger clawed at my stomach.
 
   Thirst shredded my throat, making it nearly impossible to swallow.
 
   I reached for my skull, and my arms shook with the effort. Metal shackles decorated my wrists like rusted bangles. Chains secured to the cement block wall dangled from metal rings on my shackles, clattering against the concrete floor every time I moved. 
 
   I traced my hairline with my fingers. Blood crusted on the side of my face and hair. My cheek felt puffy and sore to the touch.
 
   I remembered fighting with that man on the street in Playa del Carmen. I remembered him striking the side of my head with his gun, but after that, everything was blurry like a fragmented nightmare. Non-distinct memories flashed through my mind like photographs. 
 
   A long car ride with a musty pillowcase over my head. 
 
   Arguments about where to take me. 
 
   Being pulled out of the car as my knees scraped across the dirt. 
 
   A phone call to Ryker.
 
   Then, nothing…until now.
 
   Keys rattled outside the metal door at the far side of the room. Seconds later, the deadbolt clicked, and the hinges squealed as the door sprung open. A fluorescent light overhead flickered to life with a slight hum. I squeezed my eyes closed, protecting them from the sudden burst of illumination. I heard the faint tapping of cockroaches scattering away from the light.
 
   “Buenas tardes, Miss Covington.” The gravelly voice echoed off the walls, and I pried my eyes open.
 
   “Hello,” I said, my voice scraping like sandpaper across my vocal cords. 
 
   “Do you remember me?”
 
   I nodded, and pain shot through my head. “You’re Juan Alvarez.”
 
   “Good.” He flipped open a silver colored folding chair propped against the wall and settled into it, his ankle crossed over the opposite knee. His stomach hung over his wide black belt. “We had to sedate you, so I didn’t know how much you’d recall from our first meeting.”
 
   My lips parted as images flitted through my brain one after another. Juan Alvarez had threatened to rip off my fingernails and deliver them to Ryker along with other body parts if he didn’t return Anna Alvarez back to her family. Then, I lost it. I screamed. I kicked. I bit. I tore out his hair, and I ended up here—chained and caged like an animal.
 
   My lips curved upward into something resembling a smile when I noticed the scratches carved into his cheek. I did that. I curled my hands into fists like a professional boxer. I narrowed my eyes into predator-like slits. If I weren’t chained to the wall, I’d attack him again. “I remember enough.” 
 
   “Right.” He stroked the side of his face, then stood. He paced back and forth in front of me without saying a single word. Dirt crunched under the weight of his black loafers. The tassels on the tops of his shoes swung back and forth like a hypnotic pendulum. 
 
   Without warning, he stopped moving, and his hands threaded into my hair. He yanked my head backward, and it collided with a dull thud against the wall. I chomped on my lower lip to stifle a whimper. It fucking hurt. My brain scrambled, and the corners of my eyes stung with dehydrated tears, but I refused to cry. I refused to show weakness. It wouldn’t help me. I’d melt into a blubbering puddle of fear, and I needed be coherent in order to survive.
 
   “I don’t tolerate disobedience. You try that shit again, and I’ll fucking kill you. I don’t give a shit who your family is or who your boyfriend is. You’ll be nobody after I chop you into a million unrecognizable pieces and feed you to the coyotes. ¿Entiendes?” His sour breath wafted across the side of my face, and I gagged. A lopsided smirk split his bloated face. The gold crown on his front tooth winked at me, taunting me.
 
   I nodded, clenching my teeth to stop them from clacking together as full body tremors possessed me.
 
   “Enrique,” Juan spat as he glanced over his shoulder. “She’s ready for you.”
 
   “Ready?” I whispered with my stare glued to the door. 
 
   A man with wavy dark hair that brushed the top of his shoulders strolled into the room. He wore faded baggy jeans and a black muscle shirt. Colorful tattoos of cartoon-inspired naked women and phrases in Spanish decorated his forearms. A bandage circled his right bicep. He couldn’t have been more than five years older than me, but something about him scared the shit out of me.
 
   “I’m looking forward to it,” he said as his eyes traveled the length of my body. He pulled a cigar out of his pocket, snipped the end and lit it, his inky eyes never leaving mine. 
 
   “Enrique is my son. He’s going to do the honors. I’m just here for the entertainment.” Juan untangled his hand from my hair and sat back down in the folding chair. “I like having front row seats to these events. I find them inspirational.”
 
   My eyes widened, and I scooted backward, suctioning my spine to the wall. “No,” I whispered, shaking my head back and forth. “No. I’m sorry. I won’t do it again. I promise. I’ll be good.”
 
   “It’s too late for apologies,” Enrique said. He sucked on the end of his cigar, and his cheeks hollowed, highlighting the knife-edged angles of his face. “But it won’t be too bad this time. This is a warning. Next time…” He shrugged. “It’ll be much worse.”
 
   He crouched in front of me, brushing the side of my jaw with his knuckles. “Such pretty skin. Not a single blemish. Personally, I like a woman with a few scars. They give you character. They tell a story about who you are and where you’ve been. When I’m done with you, you’ll definitely have a story.”
 
   My heart battered against my chest bone, and a parade of uneven pants escaped my mouth. Like a thief, fear crept through my body coating my muscles in ice. I inched backward again, hoping and praying against all logic that the wall would open up and transport me anywhere but here. Where was a portal to another dimension when I needed it?
 
   “Do you know what happened here?” He pointed to the bandage on his arm.
 
   “No,” I muttered, my voice almost inaudible. My words were thick and fuzzy.
 
   He flicked his cigar, and the ashes landed on the neon yellow laces of my running shoes. The ashes glowed orange, then faded to gray dust a few seconds later. “I guess you wouldn’t.” He sucked his lower lip into his mouth and his spike silver labret piercing lurched forward like a snakehead. “Your boyfriend shot me as I watched that worthless piece of shit, Rever Vargas, drag my sister down the steps of our church. Can you imagine abducting someone from church?” He clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth twice. “And here I thought the Vargases were all about honor and respect. Imagine my disappointment when I realized they’re animals just like the rest of us.”
 
   My eyes widened as I stared at the bright white bandage. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know,” I whispered. Against all logic, I hoped it would make him reconsider his plans for me.
 
   He tipped up my chin with two fingers and rubbed his calloused thumb across my lips. “Don’t worry about me, sweetheart. I’ll have a scar, but I’ll be fine in no time.” 
 
   He took another drag of his cigar and the sickly sweet smell of tobacco curled into my nose. Coughing, I turned my head to the side.
 
   “So,” he said, pushing my sleeve up my arm. “I’ve been thinking about how to get even with Ryker Vargas for shooting me and discipline you for your outburst this afternoon.”
 
   My stomach freefell like an elevator with its cables severed. “How?” I said. The word splintered as it rolled off my tongue.
 
   He smiled, but it didn’t reach his vacant eyes. “We’ll have matching scars.”
 
   “No,” I cried, yanking my arm away from him, but it didn’t matter. He snatched it back easily enough. I couldn’t escape. 
 
   He rolled his lit cigar between his index finger and his thumb for a suspended moment. Then, he grabbed my arm, imprisoning it against his thigh, and he plunged the glowing tip into my bicep. 
 
   I screamed as the cigar sizzled against my skin. Fire shot up my arm, and my muscles recoiled like a rubber band. The cloying smell of cigar mingled with the smell of seared flesh and burnt hair. My body jerked as shockwaves of pain radiated up and down my arm, echoing in my ears like a drumbeat. 
 
   “Please stop. No more,” I begged as tears crawled down my cheeks.
 
   “Oh, I’ll stop.” He pulled the cigar away from my arm and relit it with a flick of his silver lighter. “When I get bored of this.”
 
   My heart stuttered. “Oh my God. Please, no more.” 
 
   I tugged my arm back, but Enrique stepped on the chain shackling me to the wall, and the rough metal edges of the cuff tore into my underside of my wrist. He dug his finger into my blistered wound. Curses tangled with screams flowed like a river from my mouth.
 
   “Two more should be good unless your reactions disappoint me, in which case, I won’t stop with your arm.” He tilted his head to the side. “Now that I think about it, I do enjoy branding my victims.” He brushed his fingertips down my arm. “Do you think Ryker would mind looking at an A while he fucks you?”
 
   I whimpered and my vision slanted.
 
   “How many places do you think I’ll be able to brand you before your boyfriend delivers Anna back to us?”
 
   Panic zipped through me. I squeezed my eyes closed, and my throat narrowed to a pinprick. “I won’t move again. Just finish what you started.” 
 
   He flicked his finger against the middle of my forehead. “No cheating, Miss Covington. You have to watch so you fully appreciate my artistry.”
 
   “No,” I gasped, hooking my fingers in the hem of my shorts.
 
   “Open your eyes or I will staple your eyelids to your eyebrows,” he growled.
 
   Spittle showered my scrunched up face. I bit the inside of my cheek, swallowing back all the insults I wanted to hurl at him. They wouldn’t do anything except bring me more pain. “Go ahead,” I said as I cracked my eyes open one by one. My mind floated as I circled through memory after memory, trying to hold on to anything to stop the pain and the anxiety as I waited for him to brand me again.
 
   “Buena chica,” he muttered, his voice dripping with ridicule as he pressed the cigar into my arm adjacent to the first mark.
 
   Tears blurred my vision as I willed myself to stay still and keep my eyes open. Flames of agony rippled through my arm as my skin wilted like burning paper, curling up at the edges. My eyes locked on his. A smile twisted his lips into a sadistic sneer, and he lifted the cigar again. His black eyes glittered with a sick satisfaction as he lit it again and inhaled.
 
   “Una vez más,” he said as smoke exited his mouth in uneven puffs. 
 
   The cigar smashed against my arm once more. I didn’t move. I didn’t respond. Hate coursed through my veins, and I plotted my revenge. Disjointed thoughts tumbled through my mind, each one more warped than the last. I visualized carving the lines of his tattoos with a knife until a river of blood poured from his arms and neck. I mentally pierced his eyeballs, plucked them out of their sockets and stuffed them down his throat until his suffocated. I imagined his severed body parts scattered across the room.
 
   I was deranged. My thoughts turned my stomach, but something about conjuring ways to torture and kill Enrique brought me clarity and purpose. It kept my mind from dwelling on the pain, and it gave me the incentive to keep fighting instead of succumbing to the defeat crushing my chest.
 
   Then, it ended.
 
   He removed the cigar from my arm for the fourth and hopefully final time. I sucked in a breath, filling my lungs with much-needed air. He caressed the side of my head, and I flinched. His touch made my stomach roll.
 
   “Don’t touch me,” I hissed through my teeth even though I knew I should’ve kept my mouth shut and feigned compliance.
 
   He sighed as he pinched my cheek, his dirty fingernails digging into my skin like two arrows. His putrid breath misted over my face. “Don’t be tiresome. I can do whatever I want with you. You’re our prisoner. You’re mine until I decide otherwise.” 
 
   I scoffed and ripped my gaze away from his penetrating stare. He could do what he wanted with me. I knew that, but it didn’t mean I had to like it or acknowledge it.
 
   Smiling faintly, he stood and tossed the cigar onto the floor. He ground the heel of his black boot into the fat stub. “That’s all for today, but I’ll be back tomorrow to finish the A. Two more should do it.”
 
   I glanced at my arm for the first time since he finished. Four circular burn marks marred my bicep, creating something that loosely resembled an upside down ‘V’. I glared at him, wishing I could kill him with my hands instead of settling for killing and torturing him in my mind.
 
   “Have a good night,” he said as he turned to face the door.
 
   “Wait. I have to go to the bathroom.”
 
   He didn’t pause. He didn’t stop. He pretended I didn’t exist.
 
   Juan Alvarez cleared his throat, and I focused my narrowed eyes on him.
 
   “You can use that,” he said, waving his hand at a small metal pail to my right. 
 
   A tremor rolled through my body. “What about food or water?” My throat was so dry I could barely swallow and my stomach was caving in on itself.
 
   “I might have someone bring you food in the next hour or two if I remember.” He flipped off the light and engaged the lock, bathing me in shadows again.
 
   “Fuck you. I hope you burn in hell,” I whispered.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   “Good news,” Ignacio said when I walked into his private hospital room twenty-four hours after I discovered Juan Alvarez had abducted Hattie.
 
   “I find that hard to believe.” I lifted my eyebrows as I settled into a chair on the far side of the room. To me, good news meant Juan Alvarez realized this whole thing was a big misunderstanding, and Hattie was waiting for me at the hotel. 
 
   Ignacio raised the top of his hospital bed into a seated position. “Don’t look so defeated. My sons aren’t losers or whiny pansies. Don’t give up before we’ve started to fight back.”
 
   I exhaled hard out of my mouth. “Go ahead. Give me the good news.” I hadn’t slept last night. My mind flitted from one dead end to the next, trying to coordinate a rescue effort, but there was one big fucking problem. I had no idea where Juan Alvarez was hiding Hattie, and I didn’t have the connections to figure it out.
 
   To top off my problems, Rever wouldn’t answer his phone or return my calls. If I couldn’t get Hattie back in the next seventy-two hours, I would fly to Panama, hunt Anna, and drag her ass back here. Pregnant or not, I didn’t give a shit. Hattie came first. Hattie was the only innocent party in this entire fucked up situation. 
 
   “Emanuel has narrowed down Hattie’s location to two safe houses.”
 
   I leaned forward in my seat. Emanuel acted as Ignacio’s right-hand man for at least ten years now, but he’d been affiliated with the Vargas Cartel for as long as I could remember. He’d systematically worked his way through ranks, and managed to ingratiate himself with Ignacio. In fact, he was the person who contacted me when Ignacio was shot over a week ago.
 
   “How’d he manage that?”
 
   Ignacio drummed his fingers on the metal safety rail on the side of his bed. “We have informants inside the Alvarez Cartel.”
 
   “So how long until he can pinpoint the exact location?” I didn’t want to arrange simultaneous raids of two safe houses. Planning two raids would take time. A lot of time, and time was my enemy. I’d already wasted twenty-four hours. I only had two more days until Juan Alvarez made good on his threat to torture her unless he had already started, which wasn’t altogether unlikely. Unlike in other criminal organizations, Mexican cartels didn’t attribute any value to honesty. In fact, there weren’t any rules except to show as much cruelty as possible in order to send clear and concise messages to your rivals. Mercy equaled weakness in the drug smuggling world.
 
   “Two or three days. Maybe a week.” 
 
   I shook my head. “That won’t work. I need the information today or tomorrow. I have to attack before the seventy-two hour deadline.”
 
   Ignacio snorted. “I’ve known Juan Alvarez for a long time and his deadline doesn’t mean anything. I can’t believe he actually mentioned one. If he plans to hurt her, a deadline won’t stop him.”
 
   I swallowed over the sudden tightness lodged in my throat like a rock. He hadn’t told me anything I didn’t know, but having him utter the words out loud killed any lingering hopes I had about rescuing her before she suffered mentally or physically. 
 
   “Yeah.” I rubbed my hand down the side of my face. I hadn’t shaved in days, and the bristles were almost soft to the touch. “You’re probably right, which means every minute counts. I can’t wait a week or two to find her.”
 
   Ignacio lifted a lidded plastic cup of water and sipped from the curved accordion straw. “Are you sure you want to do this? You could fly home and continue your life. Forget about Hattie, the Vargas Cartel, and Mexico. No one would know and eventually no one would care. She’d be another statistic, and you’d be free.”
 
   My eyebrows snapped together. “What the hell is that supposed to mean? I would know. Hattie would know. I won’t let her die.” If Ignacio knew about the baby, I don’t think he’d act so cavalier, but I wasn’t ready to tell him or any other member of my family.
 
   He shifted his weight in the bed. Sadness lined his face. “There’s a real possibility Hattie is already dead or well on her way there.”
 
   I jumped out of the chair and yanked on the collar of my shirt. I felt like I was coming out of my skin. “She’s not dead.”
 
   “If she’s not dead, then she probably wishes she were.”
 
   “No.” I slammed my hand on the rolling food tray next to his bed. His fork clattered to the floor. “Hattie’s strong. She’ll keep fighting. She won’t give up.”
 
   “And that’s what scares me. When we abducted Hattie, we toyed with her because that’s what the Deverons wanted. If she were any other hostage, we would’ve used her, tortured her, and inevitably killed her. With her bitchy mouth, she wouldn’t have made it three days much less three weeks.”
 
   “They need her as collateral.”
 
   “They don’t need anything. There is always another option to get what you want.”
 
   “If they want Anna in one piece, they won’t harm Hattie.”
 
   Ignacio sighed. “You haven’t spent much time with me in the last ten years, but the cartels have changed. Sometimes their crimes and viciousness shock the hell out of me, and I thought I’d seen everything. I hate to tell you this, but I know how Juan thinks, and he believes Hattie and Anna are disposable.”
 
   Rage and fear collided in my chest. My hands shook. I stuffed them into my pockets as I walked to the window to get my emotions under control. I needed to be composed and clearheaded. Knee jerk reactions wouldn’t save Hattie.
 
   I leaned my forehead against the window. There wasn’t a single cloud in the sky and the trees were stagnant, almost frozen in time. Cars packed the two-lane street. Horns honked, and music spilled from their open windows. People strolled along the sidewalk, talking, laughing, joking, and living their lives as if they didn’t have a care in the world. In comparison to me, they probably didn’t. As much as I hated everything about my life, I would spend a hundred lifetimes in hell to give Hattie and our baby the life they deserved. And if living in misery guarantied her happiness, I would do it without regret for the rest of my days. 
 
   “I know things have changed since the last time I dabbled in cartel business with you and Rever, but I won’t abandon her.” I spun around. “It’s my fault she’s in Mexico. I left her unprotected while I helped Rever. I should’ve brought her to the Vargas compound until it was time to catch our flight, but I didn’t think the Alvarez Cartel knew about her. I thought they’d be focused on Rever and Anna, not Hattie or me.” I tugged on the cuffs of my shirt. My gut burned like I’d drank too many shots of Tequila on an empty stomach. “I didn’t fucking think.”
 
   “You’re right. You didn’t think.” Ignacio angled his chin to the side. “Juan Alvarez isn’t an amateur. Not by a long shot. He has informants too.”
 
   “Who the hell would tell that two-bit piece of shit anything? He’s got two fucking shipping routes. He’s not powerful. He doesn’t have much influence beyond a couple of small towns in your territory.”
 
    “Loyalties shift and bend every day. Juan’s smart. He’s been in this business for over a decade. You have to assume your enemy knows everything you know or you’ll be caught with your pants down.”
 
   “Nobody knew Hattie was with me except you, Emanuel, and Rever.”
 
   “Exactly. Rever probably told a couple of friends and Anna Alvarez.” His face scrunched up when he said Anna’s name. “That’s as good as telling the whole goddamn world. You might as well have left a note with Hattie’s picture and location on the church steps when you and Rever took her.”
 
   “What’s wrong with telling Anna? She’s not going to tell her family anything. She wanted to get the hell away from them.”
 
   Ignacio raised one eyebrow. “I don’t believe that for one second. Anyone with the last name of Alvarez cannot be trusted. If you had consulted me, I would’ve told you to let her rot in hell. I don’t know for sure, but I’d bet my half of my fortune that Anna’s jerking Rever around. She won’t marry him. Hell, I bet she can barely tolerate him.”
 
   My brows flattened. “How can you talk about her like that? She’s carrying your grandchild.” His words didn’t jive with the father I knew. Family meant everything to Ignacio, and Anna would be part of his family any day now. Rever planned to marry her as soon as possible.
 
   He snorted. “I’ll believe it when I have the paternity test in my hands. From the little I know about Anna Alvarez, that kid she’s carrying could belong to a half dozen men.”
 
   I shifted on my feet. “Rever was pretty confident it was his.”
 
   “Because Rever is a dumbass. He spent the majority of the last three or four months in prison or with you. The timing doesn’t add up.”
 
   “He came back to Mexico for a while,” I argued, even though I was starting to believe Ignacio had a point. This whole thing could’ve been a set-up and the Alvarez Cartel played Rever or Rever played me. The thought caused my stomach to knot with anger.
 
   “It’s possible. I know,” Ignacio agreed, nodding his head. “Rever could be the father if she’s pregnant, but like I said, Anna Alvarez isn’t a blushing virgin by anyone’s account and she’s not above lying either. This could be one more game in the war between our cartels.”
 
   I pinched the bridge of my nose. “So what do you think I should do?”
 
   “Don’t involve Rever in any of your plans. He can’t be trusted right now. His relationship with Anna is clouding his judgment.”
 
   “I need his help. He owes me, and he has Anna.”
 
   “You’ll have to collect on that favor later. Right now, you have to assume anything you tell Rever will be fed to Juan Alvarez.”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “I know so,” he countered.
 
   Pacing the length of the hospital room, I weighed my dwindling options. Nothing was foolproof. Nothing would unwind the damage. Nothing would make Hattie whole. 
 
   I paused, sucking in a deep breath. “In that case, I think I’ll call Rever and tell him I’m not going after Hattie. I’ll tell him I’m going to report her disappearance to her family and the U.S. Embassy, and let them deal directly with Juan Alvarez.”
 
   Ignacio rubbed his hand along his jaw line, his dark eyes narrowed. “That’s risky. They might decide she’s not worth the hassle and kill her.”
 
   “I know, but they’re probably expecting me to launch an attack any day. If they think I’ve changed my mind, they might lower their defenses, and I could catch them off guard.”
 
   “You might be right.” Ignacio squinted his eyes as he stared over my head. “You need to get going. Emanuel is waiting for you at the compound. He wants to discuss a few things with you. Before you call Rever, ask him what he thinks.”
 
   I rubbed my hands along my thighs. “Do you think I can trust Emanuel?”
 
   “Yes,” he answered without hesitating. “He’s the best man I have.”
 
   “Okay,” I said as I walked to the door without a backward glance. Ignacio had told me to trust Emanuel more times than I could count, but something about him got under my skin.
 
   “Call me tonight.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   “Are you hungry?”
 
   I didn’t move. I didn’t open my eyes. My bones ached. My head hurt. I wanted to die.
 
   “Hello?” Cold fingertips trailed across my forehead, and I flinched, anticipating more pain or torture. “Are you awake?”
 
   “Leave me alone,” I mumbled, but the words bled together. They sounded like a stream of incoherent grunts and moans. 
 
   “Sorry, I can’t do that.”
 
   Lukewarm liquid dribbled across my lips, and I cracked my painfully dry eyes open. For a frozen second, I couldn’t see anything. Black spots dotted my vision. I licked my lips, trying to draw every molecule of the unknown liquid into my parched mouth. My throat burned when I tried to swallow. I blinked my eyes, struggling to bring the person in front of me into focus.
 
   “Who are you?” I croaked, staring at the gray-haired man hovering over me. Hard lines bracketed his eyes and mouth. His skin resembled a worn leather jacket. A sheen of sweat beaded at his hairline. 
 
   “The closest thing you’re going to get to an ally while you’re here,” he whispered, his dark eyes unreadable.
 
   Focusing on the cement block wall, I rolled to my side and pain ricocheted up my arm. Crap. I had forgotten about the cigar burns. Straining to move, I flattened my palms on the cold concrete floor and pushed my body upright, folding my legs to the side. Chains scraped against the concrete and the metal shackles bit into my wrists. “I don’t have any allies here. Don’t pretend otherwise.”
 
   He frowned. “You have a couple, but we can talk about that later. Right now you need to eat and drink.”
 
   My stomach rumbled as he placed a paper plate with some cut up fruit and rice on the floor next to me.
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   He cocked his head to the side as though he couldn’t decide whether he wanted to tell me. He blew out a breath. “Raul.”
 
   I attempted to smile, but I strongly suspected it resembled a grimace. “Thanks for the food.”
 
   “It’s not much, but it should hold you over for a while.”
 
   I nodded. “It’s better than nothing. Can I have a fork?”
 
   “No,” he answered, shaking his head. “You might use it as a weapon.”
 
   “With these on?” I lifted my shackled arm and flinched. “Fuck,” I mumbled. It felt like Enrique had dipped my arm into the fires of hell.
 
   He pursed his wiry lips. “Let me see your arm.”
 
   “It hurts to move it,” I said as I stared at the angry puckered flesh on my bicep.
 
   “This will help.” He pulled a silver key out of his pocket and unlocked the shackle on my right wrist.
 
   Red cuts encircled my wrist. I bent my wrist up and down and then in a circle. “Thanks.”
 
   “Eat. I have to put those back on soon. Juan or his son will stop by to check on you soon. They don’t trust anyone.”
 
   I shoved a piece of watermelon into my mouth. The sweet juice burst in my mouth and coated my cracked lips. I hadn’t eaten anything since I left the hotel room for a jog. 
 
   “What day is it? How long have I been here?” I asked as I grabbed a handful of white rice and shoved it in my face like an animal. If my mom were here, she’d be shaking her head.
 
   “Thursday. You’ve been here almost two days.”
 
   “Do you think they’ll let me go?” 
 
   Raul glanced over his shoulder. 
 
   “Or are they going to…” The words stuck in my throat. I wasn’t ready to hear his answer.
 
   He drummed his fingers on his thigh and his gaze flicked to the side. “I don’t know. They haven’t discussed their plans with me.”
 
   “Are you friends with Ryker?”
 
   “No,” he answered.
 
   My brows scrunched together. “Then why are you being nice to me?”
 
   He chuckled. “Money. Everything is always about money. Don’t you know that?”
 
   “Who’s paying you?”
 
   “Here.” He handed me an open bottle of water. “Drink this.”
 
   I drained the entire bottle, shaking the last few drops onto my tongue. I still felt dehydrated. I could’ve drank ten bottles. “Are you going to answer my question?”
 
   “No. Are you done eating?”
 
   I popped the last grape into my mouth. “Now I am.”
 
   “Good.” He grabbed the empty paper plate and the plastic bottle. “Get some rest.”
 
   “As opposed to what? Doing jumping jacks while chained to the wall? Talking to myself? Watching the non-existent TV?”
 
   He squeezed my chin between his thumb and index finger. “Listen,” he growled. “Your friends and family might dismiss the way you talk to them, but the Alvarez Cartel won’t and neither will I. If you want to get out of here alive, you need to shut your fucking mouth. This isn’t a game. This is real. There are no second or third chances. They won’t hesitate to carve you up into a hundred pieces and feed you to the animals.”
 
   Fear ghosted down my spine. “Okay. Okay,” I whispered as I scooted backward. “I’m sorry. You’re right. Can you tell me why I’m here?”
 
   He sighed and rocked back on his heels. “You’re here as collateral for Anna Alvarez. The Vargas Cartel took her so they took you.”
 
   “But I thought she wanted to go with Rever.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter what she may or may not want. Rever and Ryker humiliated Juan Alvarez and Ryker shot his son. If he didn’t respond, he’d look weak. Looking weak won’t do you any favors in the drug smuggling business.”
 
   “But what does any of that have to do with me? I don’t have anything to do with the Vargas Cartel.”
 
   He shook his head as he wrapped the metal shackle around my wrist again. “Don’t play dumb. We both know that’s not true.”
 
   “Wait.” I grabbed his arm. “Don’t lock it. My wrist is killing me. If anyone comes in, I’ll put it on.”
 
   He stood and wiped his hands on his pants. “Fine, but don’t forget.” He opened the door. 
 
   “Will I see you again?” Using the wall as support, I climbed to my feet. My vision blurred, and I swayed to the side like a drunken sailor.
 
   He dragged a hand through his shaggy hair. “Maybe. Maybe not, but if everything goes as planned, you should be out of here soon.”
 
   “Soon? As in today?”
 
   A faint smile spread across his face. “It’s a secret. You don’t need to know anything. Just keep your mouth closed and do what you’re told when the time comes.”
 
   The door slammed and I slid down the wall, curling into a ball on the floor. Silently, I prayed I’d sleep until this nightmare ended.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Wake the fuck up.”
 
   An open palm collided with my cheek and pain vibrated from my chin to my temple. My eyes popped open. Enrique’s nose was less than a foot from mine. His dark hair curtained the sides of his face. A sneer stretched his lips. My heart thumped in uneven intervals inside my chest. I scratched the side of my neck.
 
   “I’m up. I’m up,” I mumbled, slithering away from him on my back. The rough concrete scraped my bare shoulders. 
 
   He snatched my wrist, holding it less than an inch from my nose. “Who unlocked you?”
 
   My eyes flared. “I don’t know anything about it.”
 
   His hand tightened, strangling the blood flow to my fingers. “Don’t lie.” Spit showered my chest and neck.
 
   “I don’t know,” I repeated. “I was sleeping. Maybe it fell off.” I cringed as the words exited my mouth. No one would believe my metal cuff miraculously popped open, freeing me.
 
   “Try again, Miss Covington.” He twisted my arm to the side. 
 
   A scream erupted from my mouth and tears welled behind my eyes. Fucking hell. He was going to dislocate my shoulder.
 
   “Okay. Okay. I stole the key. It fell out of Juan’s pocket, and I kept it.” I didn’t want to tell him about the man who unlocked it. He said he’d help me. He couldn’t do that if Enrique killed him.
 
   He slammed my hand against the wall.
 
   Once.
 
   Twice.
 
   Three times.
 
   I yelled. I cursed. I fought, but none of it mattered. My entire arm blazed with pain, throbbing with every pulse of blood through my veins.
 
   He stood up and kicked my thigh. “If you want to eat today or anytime in the near future, you need to start talking.” 
 
   “I already ate,” I groaned, rolling to my side, cradling my hand against my chest.
 
   His eyes glittered. “Really?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes,” I rasped.
 
   “That’s the first interesting thing you’ve said all day.”
 
   My stomach somersaulted as his black boots stomped across the room and out the door. What the hell did I say? Why would it matter if I had eaten? 
 
   My lungs squeezed as the answer raced through my brain. No one was supposed to bring me food. No one was supposed to talk to me. A shiver danced down my spine. 
 
   I flopped onto my back, staring at the ceiling. I was fucked. I screwed everything up without thinking. Raul told me to keep my mouth shut and I failed. 
 
   “Do you recognize this man?” Enrique barked less than five minutes later.
 
   I rolled my head to the side. Enrique dragged Raul into the room by his arm.
 
   “I’m not sure.” I dropped my gaze to the floor unable to meet Raul’s eyes. “I don’t feel so good. My mind is really fuzzy.”
 
   Enrique’s leg shot out, connecting with the side of Raul’s knee. Raul flew sideways and tumbled to the ground hip first. He rolled onto his side, clutching his left leg. Pain lined his already winkled face.
 
   My stomach pitched, and bile climbed the walls of my throat, coating my tongue with acid. 
 
   “Oh my God,” I whispered, through trembling lips. 
 
   Enrique yanked his gun from the holster at his waist and planted his black boot in the middle of Raul’s chest. “I’ll make this really simple. I’m going to shoot one of you,” he said, his onyx eyes boring into me with the force of a laser.
 
   My eyes bugged. “No,” I begged as I scrambled to my feet. I staggered forward, trying to escape, but the chains jolted me backward like a retractable dog leash. “Please don’t. Leave us alone. I didn’t escape.”
 
   Enrique cackled like a hyena, and I had the urge to claw out his vacant eyes. “Ah, that’s cute, Miss Covington, but whose life are you pleading for? Yours? Or his?”
 
   “Both,” I said immediately. “I’ll put the shackle back on my arm and we can forget this whole thing.” I grabbed the chain with my free hand, wrapping the metal cuff around my wrist. It squeezed my swollen, misshapen flesh. “I’m not going anywhere. No harm was done. Let’s forget this happened.”
 
   Enrique waved the gun between Raul and me. “No. It’s too late. What’s done is done. Don’t prolong the inevitable. You have a choice to make. Will you be a martyr or a murderer?”
 
   “Neither.” My legs were rooted to the floor.
 
   “Wrong answer, Miss Covington. Try again.” Rolling his eyes, he tapped the barrel of his gun against his thigh. “Who will it be? You or him?”
 
   My gaze collided with Raul’s. I searched his face for a clue. His eyes darkened momentarily, then a mask of nothingness slipped into place.
 
   “I don’t have all fucking day. You have five seconds to decide, or I’ll kill you both,” he growled.
 
   “Please, don’t do this. Nobody needs to get hurt,” I said, my body trembling like a leaf in a thunderstorm.
 
   “Five.”
 
   The number bounced off the cement walls, and I bit the inside of my cheek until blood tainted my mouth.
 
   “Four.”
 
   Air burst from my lungs.
 
   “Three.”
 
   My vision swirled, and I closed my eyes so I didn’t collapse on the floor. Enrique ensnared me in a nightmare, and I couldn’t wake up.
 
   “Two.”
 
   “Him,” I screamed as my stomach plummeted.
 
   Pop!
 
   A gunshot exploded, ringing in my ears. My heart stopped for a frozen second. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. Time fractured.
 
   “Good choice, Miss Covington,” Enrique said. “I was starting to question your sanity.”
 
   I pried my eyes open. Raul’s lifeless body was sprawled out on the floor. Inky blood spilled from a hole in the center of his forehead. Vacant eyes stared sightlessly at the ceiling. His lips were lax. Blood splattered the ground behind him like an experiment in modern art.
 
   Sobs bubbled from my lips. I was a murderer. I chose my life over his. He wanted to help me, and I repaid him by ordering his death. I wanted to curl up and die. I deserved to die. I was evil. Ice crystals formed in my veins. I gagged and swallowed simultaneously, fighting back my nausea, but it didn’t work. Chunks of the watermelon and white rice reversed course, spraying my sneakers. 
 
   “Why?” I cried as I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. Tremors conquered my body one muscle at a time until my entire body shook.
 
   “Because I didn’t have a choice.” He pulled a white cloth out of his back pocket and tossed it in my direction. “Have a good night, Miss Covington.”
 
   “Are you going to do something with his…?” My voice faded to silence, and I angled my head toward Raul’s body.
 
   “No. I thought you’d enjoy some company.” He laughed. “I’ll think of a way for you to show your gratitude later.” Enrique turned and strutted out of the room, slamming and locking the door. I could hear him humming as he walked down the hall to whatever hell he came from.
 
   I slid down the wall and covered my face. Guilt consumed me inch by inch, creating a crater-sized hole in my stomach. I couldn’t look at Raul’s lifeless eyes. I felt like I had an anchor attached to my ankle pulling into pool of quicksand. I was drowning.
 
   Drowning in guilt.
 
   Drowning in self-pity.
 
   Drowning in pain.
 
   Drowning in heartache.
 
   I didn’t even know if I wanted to be saved.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   “You think she’s here?” I pointed at the pictures covering Ignacio’s desk.
 
   “I’m eighty percent certain that’s where she’s being held,” Emanuel responded, lacing his fingers together on top of Ignacio’s desk.
 
   I snagged one of the pictures off the desk and studied the dilapidated, two-story, white stucco building. Black crisscrossed bars covered all of the windows. Twisting green vines crawled up the columns bracketing the faded wood front door. Glass blocks spaced every couple of feet circled the bottom of the first story of the home in a linear pattern, indicating the home had a cellar or a basement. 
 
   Seventy-two hours had passed since the Alvarez Cartel abducted Hattie. The deadline for returning Anna Alvarez had officially expired. Juan had threatened to dismember her part by part after the deadline, starting with her fingernails and moving on from there. Rage simmered in my gut at the thought. If he or any of his minions hurt her, I’d kill every last one of them and tear them to pieces with my bare hands. 
 
   “I need to know for sure. If we show up at this place and she’s not there, they’ll find out and kill her.” 
 
   Emanuel licked his lower lip and looked away. “You’re right, but this is all the information I’ve got right now, and I don’t think I’ll receive new intel any time soon.”
 
   I crumbled the picture and tossed it on the desk. “What happened to your informant? You said he’d know her exact location by now.”
 
   He rolled his shoulders. “I haven’t heard from him in over a day.”
 
   “Is that normal?”
 
   “No,” he answered without elaborating. “But it’s not entirely unexpected either.”
 
   I massaged the back of my neck. “Should we be worried?” Every hellish second that elapsed without seeing Hattie made the anxiety festering inside of me corkscrew tighter and tighter around my chest until I could barely take another breath.
 
   “It’s not a good sign.”
 
   “Meaning?”
 
   “He’s probably dead.”
 
   I ran my fingers through my hair. “Do you think Juan Alvarez knows he was working for us?”
 
   He lifted and dropped one shoulder. “He knows we have informants inside his organization just like we know he has them inside the Vargas Cartel. It’s irrelevant.”
 
   “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “In drug cartels, there is no such thing as loyalty. Money and power are the only things that matter. People are loyal to whoever pays them the most. Juan understands that. He expects it. We all do. Even Ignacio.”
 
   I leaned over, bracing my hands on the desk. “And what about you? Are you loyal? Or are you following wherever the money leads you?”
 
   Emanuel brushed invisible lint from his shirt. “What are you trying to say? I’ve worked for your father since you were in diapers. I have done everything he’s asked of me and more.”
 
   “What makes you different from the rest? Can Ignacio trust you? Can I trust you?”
 
   His eyes hardened, then he waved his hand dismissively. “I’m different.”
 
   “How?” I snapped. 
 
   “Because I don’t want anything else. I don’t have a wife or kids, and I don’t want them. I have more money than I’ll spend in this lifetime. Ignacio values my opinion, and I don’t have a target on my back like he does. I don’t envy him, and I sure as hell don’t want to be him or take his job.”
 
   “So if Ignacio died tomorrow, you wouldn’t break out the champagne and designate yourself as the newest drug lord?”
 
   He licked his lips. “No. I’d welcome Rever or you with open arms. Hopefully you, because we both know Rever wouldn’t last a month. Everyone knows his weaknesses. Women. Gambling. Drugs.” He waved his hand. “You, on the other hand, are a wildcard. Nobody would know what to expect, but anything is better than Rever. He’s a disaster.”
 
   I studied him, searching for any signs of duplicity, but his face didn’t reveal anything. My shoulders slumped. Either he was being honest or he had a first-rate poker face. “Fair enough.”
 
   Staring out the window, I turned my back to him. Shadows from the trees danced on the creamy marble floors. Terraced gardens filled with colorful flowers dotted the wall of green foliage. Was Hattie looking outside through a barred window in that white stucco prison waiting for me to come and find her? Had she given up on me or was she in too much pain to care? Did she hate me? Did she regret letting me back in her life?
 
   I shook my head. I couldn’t dwell on any of it. I had to rescue her and get her the hell away from Mexico and this shitty life. Everything happened for a reason. Maybe her kidnapping was the universe’s way of telling me that Hattie and I weren’t meant to be together. That we’d never be together. That we could never be a family. With or without the Vargas Cartel, I was a liability. One that Hattie and our baby didn’t need or deserve.
 
   “Okay,” I said, whirling around to face Emanuel. “Let’s plan this mission. I can’t wait any longer. I don’t know how long Hattie will last.”
 
   Emanuel nodded. “She could already be dead. You do realize that, right?”
 
   My heart stuttered, and the pungent ache of guilt mixed with regret knotted my insides. “She’s not,” I said with more certainty than I felt at the moment. Images of Hattie’s bruised and battered body drifted to the forefront of my mind.
 
   I lifted the decanter from the desk and poured a glass of whatever Ignacio had. I didn’t give a shit. I needed alcohol to settle my nerves and take the edge off the anxiety flapping in my gut like a bunch of rabid bats. 
 
   I tossed back the entire glass of tequila in one swallow, forcing thoughts of Hattie from my mind. The liquid burned my throat, and my eyes watered.
 
   “Tell me what you’ve planned so far,” I said, slamming the glass on top of the desk.
 
   Emanuel tipped up his chin, his eyes tight. “Pour me one of those, too.”
 
   My hands shook, and my pulse hammered against the base of my throat as I poured another glass of tequila. The liquid splashed over the rim onto a stack of papers. Dammit. I needed to get my emotions under control. Worrying about the future and things out of my control wouldn’t save Hattie.
 
   “Here,” I slid the low-ball glass engraved with a V across the smooth desktop.
 
   He nodded his thanks. “There’s only one access point into this safe house. It’s a one lane dirt road.” Emanuel traced a faint brown line through the jungle on a satellite image of the house where he suspected Hattie was being held.
 
   “I see that.”
 
   “According to our source, they have guards stationed at the base of the road and in front of the house, but no one along the sides or the back.”
 
   Squinting, I leaned forward. “So that’s the weak spot. We’ll attack from the rear.”
 
   “Or by the air.”
 
   My eyebrows crawled up my forehead. “No. Absolutely not. We’d announce our arrival. They’d kill Hattie by the time we landed. We need to hike through the jungle and approach from the rear.” I tapped my finger on the aerial picture. “How far is this road from the safe house?”
 
   Emanuel took a sip of his tequila. “A mile or two, maybe more.”
 
   “Then, we’ll have our convoy drop us there and we’ll hike up during the night.”
 
   “It’s not an easy hike. There’s no trail. It’s straight uphill. Thick vegetation with lots of rocks. The guys will be too tired to fight by the time they reach the safe house.”
 
   “This isn’t an easy job,” I countered. “Hiking is better than having them shoot down our helicopter before we can get boots on the ground.”
 
   He spun his glass in circles on the table. Waves of tequila lapped over the side. “That all sounds good if this were a military operation. Not a lot of our guys are trained for a mission like this. We need people with experience and endurance.”
 
   “How many members have solid military or police training?”
 
   “Members that are available on short notice?” 
 
   “Yes,” I snapped, flexing my hands.
 
   He cocked his head to the side. “Five. Maybe less. A lot of the members are former farmers or recovering drug addicts. I won’t pull people from Ignacio’s personal guard, and compromise his safety to rescue your girlfriend.”
 
   I shoved my hands in my pockets to stop myself from hurting him. “What about the Americans? Does Ignacio have any Americans on the payroll or people he’s used on a contract basis in the past?”
 
   He blinked a few times, then shook his head. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Don’t play dumb,” I sneered. “You know exactly what I’m talking about. Just like every other drug cartel, Ignacio uses US military veterans for special tasks. I’d like a few of them to join me.”
 
   I could call some freelance operatives I’d met over the last five years, but that would take time. Time I didn’t have. I needed people who were already in Mexico and were familiar with the nuts and bolts of drug cartels. I didn’t want to bring in some guy who usually worked with the Russians or the Jihadists. Every criminal entity had a different personality. Different priorities. Granted, greed and power were at the center of all criminal organizations regardless of whether they hid behind the veil of religious zeal, political ideology or flat out materialism. But I didn’t want to waste time briefing someone on the intricacies of the Mexican drug cartels. I needed people already up to speed and familiar with the Vargas and Alvarez Cartels.
 
   He leaned back in his chair, propping his hands behind his head. “He’s used a few independent contractors hired on a job by job basis.”
 
   “Great. Hire them for this job.”
 
   His left eye twitched. “These things take time. I’ll need a week to work out the details. Maybe more. It depends on their availability.”
 
   “We don’t have a week. Double their standard rate. Make it worth their time.”
 
   Emanuel shifted in his seat, and our eyes locked. “I’ll have to get Ignacio’s approval.”
 
   “Then get it. I don’t care about the money. I’ll pay the difference.” I slammed my open palm on the table, knocking over my glass. It rolled onto the floor, exploding into tiny slivers as it collided with the tiles. “Offer whatever it takes to get the right people here.”
 
   He blew out a breath as he ran his hands through his hair. “Fine. I’ll see what I can do. I know a couple guys who used to be in the Marines. They only take a few jobs a year. They might be compelled to accept this one if I tell them we’re trying to rescue the daughter of a high profile politician.”
 
   “Don’t reveal her identity until after they accept the job,” I said.
 
   His bushy brows knitted together. “Why not? We can use it in our favor.”
 
   “I don’t want this incident to follow Hattie for the rest of her life. Being abducted by a drug cartel once is a tragedy. Two times would make her a circus sideshow.”
 
   “Why does it matter what people know? According to Ignacio, you’re staying here to help him now, so she’ll be here too.”
 
   A wave of guilt rippled through me as I poured another glass of tequila. “No. I’m putting her on the first plane back to the US. I’m done with her. I need to get her out of my life. She’s a distraction I can’t afford. Not anymore.”
 
   “All this for a woman you don’t want anymore.” The corners of his mouth curled up in a stomach-turning grin. “Interesting.”
 
   My lips flattened. I didn’t care what Ignacio said about Emanuel. He rubbed me the wrong way. Unfortunately, I still needed him, so I refrained from planting my fist in the dead center of his smug face. 
 
   “What the fuck is your point?” Hattie’s absence in my life would be hard. I didn’t need to explain myself to this asshole. She’d given me something nobody had. Unconditional love and acceptance, and now I had to throw it all back in her face. She wouldn’t leave willingly. I’d have to break every promise I’d made to her and shatter her heart in the process.
 
   He held up his hands in mock surrender even as his eyes glittered with anger. “Nothing. It’s not my business.”
 
   “You’re right. It’s not.” Against my better judgment, I downed another glass of tequila and grabbed the decanter. “When can we make our move?”
 
   “Give me an hour to make some calls and if everything falls into place, we’ll be ready to launch our attack in the next few days.” 
 
   I opened the door to Ignacio’s study. “Fine. I have some stuff to take care of. I’ll be in touch later today.”
 
   I didn’t wait for any answer. I was out of the house, stripped naked and diving into the pool less than five minutes later. I couldn’t be around anyone right now. I needed to clear my mind and calm my nerves. I felt like a noose was tightening around my throat, and my sanity was dangling from a frayed rope. 


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   Darkness and the stench of rotting flesh greeted me when I opened my eyes again. A damp draft kissed my skin. Scurries of rats or other vermin taunted my ears. Shuddering, I turned onto my side and my fingers trailed through a damp pool of what I assumed was blood. I gagged, but nothing came up, which was probably a testament to how hungry and thirsty I was.
 
   I scrutinized the walls, the metal door, and the damp ceiling. Squinting, I could see the outline of Raul’s body. I needed to get out of here. I couldn’t wait for Ryker. It could take him weeks to find me and organize a rescue mission. Even then, he might not be successful, or I could be dead by the time he showed up. The events of the last couple of days demonstrated with blinding clarity that Juan Alvarez and his son wouldn’t hesitate to kill me. If I hadn’t told Enrique to shoot Raul, he would’ve shot both of us, and there’d be two rotting corpses on the floor right now instead of one.
 
   I popped open the metal band around my wrist. I hadn’t fully closed it earlier. I wiggled my fingers. My hand and arm still throbbed, but I could bend all of my fingers. Rolling onto my stomach, I army crawled through the pool of blood. It seeped through the front of my shirt and coated my knees, but I kept inching forward.
 
   I needed to search his body for a weapon or a phone. I ignored the acid swirling in my stomach. I didn’t want to touch his dead body, and I sure as hell didn’t enjoy crawling through his blood, but I’d run out of alternatives. Raul intended to help me. Now that he was dead, I had to help myself. I needed to be strong. I needed to be smart. I had to take risks because cowering like a mindless drone wouldn’t get me out of here.
 
   My chains wrenched me backward like a bungee cord, and I couldn’t move another inch. I stretched out my injured hand, trying to reach Raul. My fingers brushed across the hem of his pants. Tuning out the pain pulsing in my fingers, I curled my hands around his pants and yanked his leg. Pain shot up my arm, and I screamed, but I didn’t let go. I gritted my teeth together and pulled as hard as I could.
 
   When I’d moved his body a few inches, I wrapped one end of the dangling chain around his ankle and the other end around mine. Squeezing my eyes shut, I crab-walked backward, using my entire body to drag him closer to me. The chain bit into my skin with so much force I thought my ankle would split in half. Sweat beaded on my forehead. My muscles burned.
 
   Finally, my back brushed against the cement wall, and my shoulders sagged in relief. I did it. Now, I could search his body.
 
   I patted down one leg, then the other. I felt a lump around his ankle. I tugged up his pants and unstrapped a small pistol. Popping open the ammunition cylinder, I checked for bullets. It wasn’t loaded.
 
   Dammit.
 
   I slid the pistol back into the holster.
 
   Not wasting a second, I dove into the front pocket of his pants. I found a silver money clip filled with a quarter inch of folded bills. I leaned over his body and patted my hand on his other pocket. My fingers brushed against a rectangular object resembling a cell phone. My heartbeat rocketed inside my chest, echoing like a freight train in my head.
 
   I fumbled, unable to find my way into his pocket. I inhaled through my nose to steady my nerves, and the smell of rotting flesh wafted into my nostrils. 
 
   “Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God,” I mumbled repeatedly as I shoved my hand into the opening and snagged the object from his pocket.
 
   A phone. 
 
   A freaking phone.
 
   A thread of hope wrapped around my chest and a light laugh bubbled from my mouth. I swiped my finger across the screen. It only had twenty percent battery left so I had to move fast. With trembling fingers, I dialed Ryker’s cell phone number, silently praying he’d answer his phone.
 
   “Ryker Vargas,” he said after the first ring.
 
   “It’s Hattie,” I whispered, cupping my hand over the phone.
 
   “Hattie, where are you?” His voice was clipped with urgency.
 
   “I don’t know. In some basement I think.”
 
   “Whose phone is this?”
 
   “Raul’s. He said he wanted to help me.” I cleared my throat. “But he’s dead. They shot him right in front of me.”
 
   “They shot him and left his body.” It wasn’t a question.
 
   I nodded before remembering he couldn’t see me. “Yes.”
 
   He didn’t say a word for a few seconds. “Are you hurt?”
 
   “I’m alive,” I answered. I didn’t want to catalog my injuries for him. We could do that if I ever got out of this place.
 
   “I’m going to find you. I’m going to get you out of there. I promise. Just hold on another day and I’ll be there.”
 
   I closed my eyes as relief flowed through my veins. Tears beaded like dewdrops of hope in the corners of my eyes. “Okay.”
 
   “What else can you tell me about where you are?”
 
   “I’m chained to a cement wall. The room has a metal door and no windows.” I glanced around the room, looking for any details I’d missed. A sliver of light peeped into the room above my head. “Wait, there are three glass blocks near the top of the wall. They’re really dirty.”
 
   “What about the exterior of the building?”
 
   “I haven’t seen it. I woke up in this room, and they haven’t let me go anywhere.” 
 
   “That’s okay.” His voice dropped. “How much battery is left on the phone?”
 
   I pulled the phone away from my ear. “Eighteen percent.”
 
   “Turn it off, but turn it back on tomorrow night and put the ringer on vibrate. I’ll text you when I’m close.” 
 
   “You know where I am?”
 
   “I think so,” he answered. A long drawn out sigh echoed like a faint breeze through the phone. “I’m sorry I let you down.”
 
   My insides twisted with regret, forgiveness, and anger at him and myself. I shook my head, willing all my conflicted feelings to disappear. “I should’ve stayed on the hotel grounds. I should’ve waited for you to come back.”
 
   “You didn’t do anything wrong. I shouldn’t have left you alone. I shouldn’t have asked you to go back to Mexico with me.” He cleared his throat. “I made so many mistakes.”
 
   Chills trickled down my back. “Maybe. Maybe not,” I said because I couldn’t ignore the truth in his declaration, but it didn’t stop me from wanting him. Needing him. Loving him. He held my heart in his hands. He always would regardless of what he did.
 
   I closed my eyes for a second to gather my thoughts. “Why did you do it?” 
 
   “What?”
 
   “Help Rever.” A sob erupted from my mouth. I gulped humid air into my lungs, trying to stop the torrent of sadness pounding on my chest. “Didn’t you know you were putting us in danger?”
 
   “I didn’t think they knew about you.” His breathing turned heavy, whistling through the phone in jagged pants. “And even if they did, I thought I could protect you. I thought I could outsmart them. I thought I could get us out of Mexico before they found you.”
 
   “Okay,” I mumbled as I processed his answer. Anger pulsed through my veins, but it fizzled as fast as it materialized. As much as I wanted to hate him for failing to grasp the danger of the situation, the emotion seemed irrelevant when I could die tomorrow or five minutes from now. I didn’t want to waste time hating him, punishing him, regretting him. Fate had already conspired against me enough times. I didn’t need to give it another reason to kick me in the face.
 
   “No matter what happens after this, remember I love you, Hattie. I always will,” he said, interrupting the strained silence.
 
   I bowed my head, resting it against the tops of my knees as I squeezed the phone like it was my one and only lifeline. I rubbed the budding ache in the center of my chest with the palm of my hand. This conversation felt awkward and wooden, and yet, I wanted to snag his words out of the air, and put them in my pocket forever.
 
   I closed my eyes and summoned his image. In my mind, I traced the angular line of his jaw, down the strong column of his neck, following it over the smooth rise of his muscular chest and around to the thick bands of muscles bracketing his spine. I licked my lips as I recalled the salty taste of his skin. I inhaled, pretending his familiar scent filled my nose instead of the stench of death and despair. I missed him. I needed him.
 
   “Yeah, I know. I believe you. I believe in us,” I said. 
 
   Even though I denied him the reciprocal profession of love I thought he wanted to hear, it didn’t stop the words from getting stuck on repeat, struggling to escape the confines of my mind.
 
   I love you.
 
   I’ll always love you.
 
   Forever.
 
   The words simultaneously slaughtered and fortified my soul, but I didn’t feel like I had the strength to console him or offer him forgiveness. We both had so many sins on our hands. We were broken, I realized with sudden clarity, and I didn’t know how we’d fix it. I just knew we had to find a way.
 
   “I’ll see you soon, Hattie. Stay strong. Keep fighting.”
 
   “Okay, I will. Bye, Ryker,” I murmured almost soundlessly. 
 
   I powered off the phone and hid it in the zippered pocket of my running shorts. I didn’t want to hang up. It could be the last time I would ever hear his voice or hear him declare his love. 
 
   I closed my eyes, willing my brain turn off, even for a few hours, but sleep eluded me. Visions of Ryker and me skated through my mind. Fragments of conversations rang in my ears. The feel of his fingers ghosting over my skin assaulted my senses. After minutes that moved like hours, I fell asleep.


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   Groaning, I clutched the sides of my skull. Why did I think it was a good idea to drink last night? I opened, then immediately closed my eyes. What the hell? The morning sun streamed through the open window. The next time I had a date with a bottle of tequila I needed to remember to shut the fucking blinds.
 
   Bang.
 
   And put in some earplugs. I curled my pillow around my head to block out the sound and the sun.
 
   Bang.
 
   “Ryker, are you awake?” Ignacio shouted through the door.
 
   I added taping a do not disturb sign on the door to my list of things to do next time I drank too much.
 
   “I’ll be up in ten minutes. Leave me alone.”
 
   The door flung opening, clattering against the wall. “You should’ve been up two hours ago,” Ignacio barked.
 
   “Yeah. Yeah,” I grumbled. I swung my legs over the side of the bed. “What time is it anyway?”
 
   “Almost nine o’clock in the morning.”
 
   I whipped my head around. “Seriously?” Over ninety-six hours had passed. My stomach rebelled, both from the tequila and the thought of Juan Alvarez torturing Hattie while I drank myself into a forced slumber. God, I was a fucking prick. 
 
   He nodded without saying a word.
 
   I scratched the side of my neck. “Why’d you let me sleep so long?”
 
   “I didn’t realize you were still sleeping until twenty minutes ago.”
 
   I braced my head in my hands. It throbbed like a motherfucker. I drank one too many shots of bad tequila last night. I wasn’t my finest moment, but I needed to do something to stop the regrets and guilt from circling in my brain like a bird of prey, waiting to devour me in a moment of weakness. 
 
   “How much time until the Americans get here?” I asked as I pulled yesterday’s black shirt over my head.
 
   “They’re already here.”
 
   “A half hour early,” I mumbled more to myself than him.
 
   “Yeah, that’s what happens when you offer double the normal rate. They don’t want to piss you off.”
 
   I yanked my jeans up my legs and fastened the button. “I’m ready. Let’s go.”
 
   Ignacio’s dark eyes traveled the length of my body, and then he shook his head. “You look like hell.”
 
   “I feel like hell,” I said as shoved my feet into my shoes. “But it’s nothing a cup of coffee won’t fix.”
 
   “And you think it’s still a good idea to charge into an Alvarez stronghold tomorrow?”
 
   “Tonight.”
 
   “Emanuel said everything was going down tomorrow.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I changed my mind.” 
 
   His nostrils flared as he sucked his lips into his mouth. “I don’t like it.”
 
   “I don’t have a choice.”
 
   He leaned against the doorjamb. “There’s always a choice.”
 
   “No.” I shook my head. “There’s really not. I’m not going to leave Hattie there for a second longer than I have to.” Also, I didn’t fully trust Emanuel, so I’d misled him about my intentions for as long as possible.
 
   Ignacio’s lips twisted like he’d sucked on a lemon. “Then try to stop yourself from drowning in a bottle of tequila again today. I don’t need a dead son. I need a son to help me with business. You need to hold up your side of the bargain. Acting like goddamn pussy won’t help Hattie or me.”
 
   “Yeah, fuck you,” I mumbled as I brushed by him. I couldn’t argue with him. Not even a week after making this bargain with Ignacio and I was morphing into Rever—drinking too much, playing the victim card, and missing Hattie so much it felt like someone had taken a pickaxe and hollowed out my chest. 
 
   I missed her scent, her taste, her everything. I ached to touch her. Hold her. Kiss her. I used to believe she was my salvation. My home. My heart belonged to her. I’d tried to change my life and become a better person for her, but fate won. She couldn’t be my anything. I was a danger to her life and the life of my unborn child.
 
   I wanted to bury my fist in the wall, but with my luck I’d break my hand, and then I wouldn’t be any help to Hattie. No, I needed to pull my head out of my ass. I didn’t have the luxury of taking my aggravation out on the wall or Ignacio. I needed to stay focused and ignore the bitter pang of regret bubbling like a noxious poison in my midsection. I wasn’t allowed to have feelings any longer. I couldn’t afford to have feelings. I was indebted to the Vargas Cartel for the rest of my miserable life. Soon enough, I’d turn into a soulless, drug running murderer. I might as well get used to the twisted emptiness now.
 
   “Are the Americans in your office?” I asked, clenching my fists.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   My shoes clipped across the tiled floor. “Are you joining us?”
 
   “Not today.”
 
   I whirled around. “Why not?”
 
   “Let’s just say, I’m not feeling up to it.”
 
   I scanned his body. He still looked weak. His skin was pale and dark smudges circled his eyes. He’d left the hospital last night, but only because he refused to stay in there another day.
 
   “Okay. Do you need anything?”
 
   “No, just rest.”
 
   I nodded, then crossed the living room and opened the door to the study. Three men sat in the study across from Emanuel. Two had closely shaved heads and nearly identical white t-shirts and jeans. The man on the right, dressed entirely in black with longish hair, looked familiar, but I couldn’t place him.
 
   “Emanuel,” I said as I slid into the only remaining chair.
 
   “Ryker, I’ve already given them a brief summary of the mission.” Emanuel replied. He poured coffee from a metal carafe into a clear glass mug. “Do you take your coffee black?”
 
   “Sure. Thanks.” I took a sip of the lukewarm coffee and then placed the mug on a carved wood side table. “Are you going to introduce us?” I asked, tipping my head in the direction of the three men on the leather sofa.
 
   “You’re right.” Emanuel leaned forward in Ignacio’s chair, bracing his elbows on the desk. “Where are my manners?”
 
   I refrained from rolling my eyes. All five men sitting in that study, including me, didn’t give a rat’s ass about manners. I wanted to free Hattie. Emanuel wanted to please Ignacio, and the three men on the sofa wanted a shitload of untraceable money.
 
   Unwilling to listen to Emanuel blow smoke up my ass all day, I stood up, intending to take control of the meeting. “I’m Ryker Vargas. I know Emanuel already knows your history, but go ahead and give me a short summary of your background before I share the details of this particular job.”
 
   “Noah Fiennes,” the man on the right said. “Former US Marine. I spent the last three years in the Middle East doing freelance work. I’ve been in Mexico for four months.”
 
   “Why did you relocate?” Making contacts as a freelance assassin was the hard part of the job. Most people stayed in the same area unless their cover was blown.
 
   “I’m here doing some research that relates to my work in the Middle East. I figured I’d pick up some jobs while I’m here. I’m going back at the end of the year. Maybe sooner. I haven’t decided.”
 
   My eyes narrowed. I knew what he was talking about. There’d been a lot of speculation lately about connections between drug cartels and Muslim extremists. As far as I knew, Ignacio hadn’t allied with one, but at the end of the day, cartels were interested in making money, and with the seizure of oilfields in Iraq, Muslim extremists had a lot of it these days. “You look familiar.”
 
   “Yeah,” he said with a practiced smile. “We met in passing, but you were Ryker Fallon, and I had a different name at that time too—Nazar Fayed.”
 
   I pursed my lips. “Right.” I’d run into Nazar Fayed about three years ago. He was working undercover in some Muslim organization with alleged ties to terrorist groups. Unfortunately, he had ties to the US government. Something I didn’t want for this mission. “So you’re still working for the US government?”
 
   He scoffed. “They’ve hired me a few times, but they’d never claim me. Consider me an equal opportunity consultant without moral hang-ups. I follow the money wherever it leads me. Sometimes that’s the US government. Sometimes it’s a drug cartel in Mexico. Other times, it’s a Russian arms dealer or a fundamentalist organization.”
 
   “So you’re a liability. If the Alvarez Cartel gave you more money, you’d flip sides mid-mission?”
 
   “No,” he spat. “I never quit mid-job. Once I’m in, I’m all in.”
 
   “Ah,” I mocked, raising one eyebrow. “So you do have some morals.”
 
   “No, just a healthy sense of self-preservation. If I develop a reputation for flipping sides, I’d never get another job and I’d have an exponentially shortened life span.”
 
   My eyes narrowed into slits.
 
   “He’s telling the truth,” Emanuel interjected, folding his arms across his chest. “We’ve hired all three of these men before. We’ve never had any problems, and their references check out. Ignacio investigated each one of them himself. I have the files if you want to review them at length.”
 
   I nodded. I believed him. Ignacio never did anything without meticulous planning and due diligence. Noah’s situation was similar to mine when I worked as a fixer. I’d taken whatever job paid the most. Sometimes, I had worked indirectly for the US government or other governments, but I was never entrenched with one entity or person. While the steady work one government could provide was nice, it made a consultant beholden and dependent. Two things I never wanted to be. 
 
   I cringed inwardly. Somehow I’d ended up indebted and tied to the Vargas Cartel for the rest of my life. Just that fleeting reminder made me want to dive into another bottle of tequila. If Hattie were safe, I’d do exactly that. Alcohol had the benefit of blurring unpleasant truths. 
 
   I gestured to the other two men. “What about you two?”
 
   “I’m Rick,” the blond haired man seated in the middle said. “I did two tours in Afghanistan. I’ve been freelancing in Mexico for the last three years.”
 
   “Me too,” the last man said. “Rick and I were in the military together. We’ve worked together a few times, but most of the time, we do our own thing. I’m Eric, by the way.”
 
   I walked the length of the room with my arms folded across my chest. These three men weren’t the only ex-military, muscle-for-hire, in Mexico with adequate qualifications. With US unemployment at a high, particularly for military veterans, tons of ex-military personnel floated in and out of Mexico looking to make a quick buck. I could spend weeks interviewing potential candidates, but I didn’t have weeks. Hattie could be dead in a matter of days. As a rule, I didn’t trust anyone else’s judgment, but right now I had to trust Emanuel and Ignacio. 
 
   I swiped a stack of papers from the desk and handed each one of the men a stack of photos of the Alvarez safe house. “Okay. This is where they’re holding the hostage.”
 
   “When are we going to move on the location?” Noah asked as he studied the photos.
 
   “Tonight,” I answered.
 
   “Don’t you think we should do a little recon first?” Rick said, cocking his head to the side.
 
   “That would be ideal, but time is of the essence.”
 
   Rick whistled as he shook his head.
 
   I shot him a leveling stare. “Is that going to be a problem for you? If so, you can get the fuck out now. Either you’re all in or you’re not.”
 
   Rick scrubbed the side of his face. “You’re asking us to take a leap of faith here. A lot can go wrong.”
 
   “You’re absolutely right. This mission could blow up in our faces whether or not we spend a week staking out the Alvarez safe house.” I paused in front of him, resting my hands on my hips. “Either way, I’ve agreed to compensate you for the added risk and time constraints. If it’s not adequate, then you can walk out right now.” I waved my hand toward the door.
 
   Rick’s lips curled. “This is a suicide mission. We don’t know if the place is booby-trapped or how many men we’ll encounter. At least let a few of us do a quick surveillance run tonight so we’re not running blind.”
 
   “He has a point,” Noah said, propping his ankle on the opposite leg. “The security might change the following night, but it’d give us more information than a few pictures.”
 
   “No,” I spat, my hands shaking with violence. “If someone sees us, they’ll move her or kill her and we’ll be right back to square one, except they’ll know we want her.”
 
   Noah’s nostrils flared. “And if we fail because we’re unprepared, they’ll cut off her head and deliver it to her family or you by sunrise.”
 
   “Failing isn’t an option.” I curled my hands into balls. “Are you saying you’re not good enough to do this?”
 
   Noah’s lips thinned, and his eyes glittered. “No, I’ll do it, but I want seventy-five percent of the money dropped into my account before I’ll lift a finger.”
 
   I glanced out the window. An older man with gray hair crouched in the garden beds planting flowers. “Are you worried you’re not going to make it out?”
 
   “No. I always come out on top.” He chuckled as he leaned back. “I’m worried you won’t make it out and I won’t be paid.”
 
   “I’m not worried about myself, but I’ll wire the money to your account tonight.”
 
   “One more thing,” Noah said.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “The final twenty-five percent payment won’t be dependent on whether the girl lives or dies.”
 
   “No.” I gritted my teeth. “I need there to be an incentive for you to do everything in your power keep her alive.”
 
   Noah ran his fingers over his lips. “Fine, but if they kill her before we show up, I still want all the money you promised me.”
 
   A shiver ghosted down my spine. I hoped his words weren’t prophetic. Hattie couldn’t die. I wouldn’t allow it. Life couldn’t be that cruel. I swiped my hand across my forehead, hardening my heart. “Deal,” I barked with a wintry smile. “Now, let’s bang out the logistics so we can get everything ready.” 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   “Wake up.”
 
   A boot rammed into my lower back, not hard enough to injure me, but with enough force to get my attention. I scrambled to my knees and pushed my greasy, matted hair from my face. My stare collided with Enrique’s, and I quickly lowered my gaze.
 
   “Okay. Okay. I’m up,” I mumbled.
 
   “We’re moving you to a new location today.”
 
   I chewed on my lower lip, stifling the questions stampeding like a herd of cattle through my mind. Instead, I nodded with half-lowered eyelids. Ryker promised he’d come for me tonight. Hopefully, Enrique intended to move me into another room inside this house rather than to a new location. Even if he moved me across the country, I wouldn’t object too much. Twenty-four hours in a damp room with a decaying corpse was enough.
 
   The toe of his black boot moved up and down as he glared at me. 
 
   Tap, tap, pause. 
 
   Tap, tap, pause, and repeat.
 
   “Get up. I have to remove your shackles.”
 
   As I stood up, I peeked at him from beneath the shield of my lashes. Looking at Enrique reminded me of staring at the devil. His teeth winked in the dim light, and an aura of menacing evil emanated from him. His dark eyes gleamed with an unholy light as he rubbed his palms together in anticipation of inflicting pain. Icy terror shot down my spine, and the air felt heavy against my chest.
 
   “The new room doesn’t have any restraints, but if you’re a good girl, I won’t handcuff you.” He sucked his lips into his mouth. “If not, I’ll have to improvise.”
 
   He started with the thick bands of metal around my wrists. He unlocked one and then the other. I closed my eyes, shivering in frozen silence as his sweaty hands coasted along my skin. Seconds later, he crouched at my feet, freeing both my ankles, and a heavy gasp fell from my lips.
 
   I stepped to the side, but his hand closed around my ankle. I glanced at him as his fingers ghosted up the inside of my calf. The glide of his course fingertips branded my skin. Bile clawed up my throat. My muscles stiffened, and I coiled my hands into tight balls of fury. I couldn’t breathe. When he reached the inside of my knee, I bit the inside of my cheek until the metallic taste of blood swirled around my mouth. 
 
   Oh my God. Oh my God. Please don’t do this. Please don’t let this happen. Please don’t let him find the phone.
 
   I should’ve fought. 
 
   I should’ve kicked. 
 
   I should’ve bolted for the door. 
 
   I should’ve screamed, but I didn’t want to die. 
 
   A gun glinted from the waistband of his pants, turning every cell in my body to ice. I clamped my eyes shut as my mind whirled, searching for a happy memory, something to anchor me to my life away from this moment. Away from this evil.
 
   Tremors hijacked my legs, slowly slithering up my body until my muscles rippled in nonstop waves of violence and disgust. My feet were rooted to the floor.
 
   When his fingers reached the bottom of my running shorts, I couldn’t take it any longer. Rage tore through me like a bolt of lightning, and I jerked my leg to the side. “Don’t touch me,” I spat through my teeth.
 
   He cocked an eyebrow. “I thought we could have a little fun.”
 
   “Fuck you,” I snarled.
 
   A sinister smile slid across his too smug face. “That’s exactly what I had in mind.”
 
   My gaze zipped around the room. Adrenaline pumped through my veins. My heart thundered erratically as if someone had pressed a defibrillator to my chest. Then, everything clicked into place, and I lunged for the door. I didn’t know where it’d lead me. I didn’t even know if I’d get more than ten steps before Enrique put a bullet through my back, but common sense fled in favor of dignity and self-respect.
 
   When I reached the threshold, he fisted his hand in the tangled strands of my hair and wrenched me backward. Pins and needles exploded in my scalp.
 
   “Where do you think you’re going?” He punctuated each word with a tug of my hair, inexorably dragging me backward. 
 
   Hot tears prickled the corners of my eyes. My chest heaved like I couldn’t catch my breath. Disjointed pants puffed from my mouth, bouncing off the concrete walls. Thousands of curses tumbled through my brain, but I didn’t respond. I couldn’t. I felt like I was drowning. What I wanted to do wasn’t relevant. 
 
   “Get on your knees, puta.” He slammed his hand between my shoulder blades and I tumbled face first onto all fours. Fire zigzagged up my limbs. My hair shrouded the sides of my face. Whimpers and incoherent pleas vomited from my mouth.
 
   He whipped the gun out of his waistband. It dangled restlessly from his fingertips. His obsidian eyes seared my skin as he unbuckled his belt with one hand. The metal of the buckle rattled unnaturally through my ears. Next came the slide of leather that resembled the hiss of a snake. With a flick of his wrist, he opened his fly, and he shoved his pants down to his mid-thigh, exposing his red boxers.
 
   “No. No. No,” I murmured between broken sobs and trembling lips.
 
   “Crawl over here. You need to earn your keep.”
 
   I shook my head violently from side to side. “No.” 
 
   He lifted the gun and pointed it at my face. “Do it or I’ll pull the fucking trigger.”
 
   I glanced over my shoulder toward the open door. Then, my gaze slid down his body, my face carefully blank. “Go ahead. Kill me,” I taunted as I came to my knees. I refused to do what he wanted. I wouldn’t beg for mercy.
 
   Enrique whipped his head from side to side, popping his neck. Then, a smile crept across his face.
 
   “If you’re holding out for Ryker Vargas, don’t bother. He’s not coming for you. He abandoned you, so you may as well enjoy your time with me.”
 
   My stomach rolled and I wrapped my arms around my waist, trying to hold together the fractured pieces of my courage. “You’re wrong.”
 
   He tipped up his head and chuckled. “Ah, how cute. You really think he cares about you. You really think he loves you. He hasn’t done a damn thing for over four days. If the Vargases had my woman, I wouldn’t let a single day pass.”
 
   A tight smile curved my lips upward. “I don’t think he loves me. I know he does. He’ll come for me.”
 
   “Really?” His eyebrows vaulted up his forehead, and one side of his mouth hitched upward like he knew a dirty secret. “Then why did he tell us to do whatever the hell we wanted with you?”
 
   I gasped.
 
   He snickered. “He told us to go ahead and call your dad because he didn’t give a shit what happened to you. He doesn’t want anything to do with you. You’re—and this is a direct quote—not worth the energy or the resources.”
 
   My stomach plunged. The edges of my vision blurred and spun in kaleidoscope-worthy circles. “You’re lying,” I hissed, feeling like my heart had flat-lined.
 
   His hands circled my upper arms, and he tugged me flush against his body, my head slamming into his thighs. “Be a good little girl, and pull out my cock. You need to do something mind-blowing to convince me I should let you live a couple more days.”
 
   “Never.” I gagged as my stomach convulsed, but nothing came out. 
 
   His hands gripped the collar of my shirt and tore it down the front. “I’m waiting,” he said, trailing the pad of his thumb around the edges of my sports bra.
 
   “You can keep waiting,” I taunted, feeling reckless. Feeling like I didn’t have any reason to live. If Ryker gave up on our baby and me, I didn’t want to live.
 
   At that moment, I didn’t think I had much left to lose. Ryker told me he’d find me, but I might be dead by then. Fear could go fuck itself. I would have to be dead and cold, my soul long gone from this world before I’d willingly allow Enrique to use me.
 
   Enquire pulled down his boxers and shoved his gun against the side of my head. “Do it.”
 
   “No,” I screamed through my teeth.
 
   Our eyes battled silently for a few exaggerated seconds. Then, heavy footsteps echoed down the hallway, but I refused to tear my attention from his face. I had to be ready for anything.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” Juan Alvarez roared as he paused at the entrance to the room.
 
   “What does it look like?” Enrique said, grinding his gun into the side of my head.
 
   “I asked to you move her to a new location and meet me in the office. We don’t have time for this shit today,” Juan countered, his eyes slanted into razor like slits. “We have to get ready.”
 
   Relief tingled down my spine, and my body sagged.
 
   “You heard him,” Enrique barked as he kneed me in the chest. “Get up.”
 
   I tumbled onto my back and my head smacked against the concrete. Sweat sprung from my pores and pain vibrated inside my skull. Gasping, I rolled to the side and cupped the back of my head. Moisture spilled from the corners of my eyes. I wanted to disappear. 
 
   “Fuck,” I grumbled.
 
   My head hurt.
 
   My muscles hurt.
 
   My heart hurt.
 
   Every inch of my body felt like I had been put through a meat grinder.
 
   “Enrique,” Juan growled, running his hands through his silver threaded hair. “I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing, but we have people waiting for us. If you want to play with her, come back tonight. I don’t give a shit, but do it on your own time.”
 
   His words hit my chest like a pile of stones, and the air whooshed out of my lungs. My limbs trembled in waves with an excess of fear and adrenaline. 
 
   Juan tugged me to my feet by my arms. His fleshy fingers dug into my skin as I steadied myself. 
 
   “Walk!” Juan shouted as he cracked his knuckles like a prizefighter trying to intimidate his opponent. He shouldn’t have bothered. I was already scared out of my mind. What happened at the Vargas Cartel compound was child’s play compared to this. 
 
   “Okay. Okay,” I mumbled as I stumbled to the door.
 
   Enrique pulled up his pants without fastening the buckle. Then, he stomped by me pointing his gun at my face. “Follow me and don’t do anything stupid.”
 
   We walked up a narrow set of concrete stairs. Light flooded the main floor of the house. I shaded my eyes with my hand as I sucked air into my lungs through my nose. I couldn’t fill my lungs fast enough to clear the stench of death from my body. I’d been breathing through my mouth since Enrique shot Raul and left his body in the room with me.
 
   “Are you sure you want her upstairs?” Enrique asked Juan, pausing at the base of the rust-colored tiled stairwell.
 
   “Yes.” Juan nodded. “Put her in the last room on the left and don’t waste any more time.”
 
   Enrique spun around with his lips pursed. “I’m not an idiot. I heard you the first fucking time.”
 
   “If you heard me the first time, I wouldn’t have walked into the room with your pants around your ankles and your cock hanging out.” 
 
   “Gilipollas,” Enrique murmured as he started walking up the stairs. His heavy boots thumped against the floor.
 
   “Enrique, you’re my oldest son. I love you, but don’t talk back to me or second-guess me again. Do what you’re told and shut your fucking mouth.”
 
   Enrique’s shoulders tensed, but he kept walking. I followed him. I didn’t have a choice. The only thing keeping me from throwing myself down the stairs was Ryker’s promise he’d find me tonight. A few more hours and this would be over. One way or another.
 
   Enrique flung open the light brown wooden door. I halted, unsure what to do.
 
   “What are you waiting for? A fucking invitation?” His rancid breath washed over my face.
 
   “No.” I shook my head as I stepped through the opening.
 
   “Take a fucking shower. You smell like shit. I don’t want to have to tie a bandana around my face when I come back for you tonight.”
 
   He slammed the door and locked it. The room was better than the basement. Almost anything would be better than being chained to a wall in a room with a dead body. I shivered.
 
   The room had a twin-sized yellowed cot on a metal frame and a barred window on the far side of the room. I opened the door next to me. It was a small bathroom with floor to ceiling square sky blue ceramic tiles. A showerhead came out of the center of the ceiling with a rusted floor drain directly below it. A white wall-mounted sink and a toilet with a cracked seat were located on opposite walls. 
 
   Briefly, I considered refusing to shower so Enrique would leave me alone, but in the end I turned on the shower and stripped off my clothes. 
 
   My blood and Raul’s blood mingled, staining my hands and clothes. Sweat and dirt coated my skin. I couldn’t comb through the snarled strands of my hair. I needed to scrub the memory of the last few days from my skin. Maybe then I could gain some much-needed clarity and perspective.
 
   I stepped under the shower and cranked the rusted lever. The pipes banged against the wall. Icy russet colored water poured from the ceiling. My breath hitched and then evened out when the water warmed. I stood under the weak spray longer than I should have, given my circumstances, but a shower had never felt so good.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   “This is it. We’re here,” I said.
 
   I pulled the black SUV over to the side of the road. As planned, the two SUVs behind us followed suit. I had divided us into three teams. Noah and I would hike up the side of the mountain and enter through the back door. Rick would wait here until I contacted him. He and his team would neutralize the men guarding the driveway. Eric and his team would hike up with Noah and me, and enter the safe house through the front door. Eric would engage and kill anyone in the building. Noah and I would find Hattie.
 
   We had less than thirty minutes to accomplish everything once we broke down the doors. If we didn’t make it out by then, we were fucked. Juan’s reinforcements would show up, and the helicopters lifting us out of the remote location would flee or risk being shot down.
 
   I picked up my gun from the center console and slid it into the holster around my chest. I slipped on the tactical headset. Then, I opened the car door and looped an X95 assault weapon around my shoulder. The X95 had quickly become my go-to gun. Israel Weapon Industries created the gun to combat modern terror threats. 
 
   “Ready?” I asked, tipping my head in the direction of the hill in front of us.
 
   “Yep,” Noah answered as he slipped a grenade into his black vest.
 
   “Let’s move.” I motioned to Rick’s SUV. He saluted. Then, I waved Eric and his team forward. “No talking on the headsets until we’re inside.”
 
   Without further instructions, we disappeared into the foliage next to the street. We all knew our roles. We all knew what was at stake. No one could leave until we rescued Hattie.
 
   Every step over the dense undergrowth sounded like a land mine detonating in my ears. My hands twitched. My heart thrashed inside my ribcage like a feral animal from a sickening concoction of fear and excitement. 
 
   In the past, I wasn’t personally invested in the outcome of any mission. Sure, I wanted to be paid, and I wanted my client to be satisfied. After all, if things didn’t work out, it’d look bad. But none of that compared to the emotions simmering like lava through my veins as I hiked up the hill. If I didn’t walk out of the safe house with Hattie alive and well, I’d lose my shit. I’d kill every last member of the Alvarez Cartel, their family members, their friends and neighbors. 
 
   As I ate up the distance between Hattie and me, my insides festered with raw anger and my fingers itched for revenge. I forced every errant cell in my body to stay focused on the end goal. I conjured an image of Hattie in my mind.
 
   Her soft smile.
 
   Her topaz eyes.
 
   Her long legs.
 
   Her crisp, clean scent.
 
   Her flawless skin.
 
   She captivated my thoughts. She possessed my heart. She owned me. She’d always own me.
 
   And I fucking ruined her. I abducted her. I manipulated her. I tainted her with my love, but not any longer. Once I rescued her and healed her, I’d set her free. I’d give her anything and everything she needed to have the perfect life she deserved. Then, I’d sever every last connection so she wouldn’t have to worry about who’d come after her next.
 
   My heart seized and then shriveled two sizes at the thought of living without her, but love meant sacrifice. I accepted it and tomorrow I’d embrace it. I pushed thoughts of the future out of my head and concentrated on the present.
 
   I paused at the edge of the tree line, just out of the line of sight of the safe house. Dim yellow lights flickered from the windows, taunting me. I held up my open hand, signaling for everyone to stop. I crept forward, keeping inside the shadows, surveying the exterior of the building. After I had made a circle around the entire perimeter of the house, I lifted my hand, signaling that four people were outside the safe house. Then, I raised my arm above my head, pointing my index finger straight up and my thumb parallel to the ground, indicating the guards had rifles.
 
   I didn’t know what we’d encounter inside, but for now, we outnumbered them. I sucked in a gust of sticky, humid air, struggling to unravel all the twisted emotions and thoughts flitting through my mind. Conflicted emotions and dread of the future would only cloud my judgment. I needed to be unfeeling. Mechanical. 
 
   If Hattie were dead, I’d be irreversibly broken. Life wouldn’t be worth living. If Hattie was alive, I had to destroy us, and I’d live the rest of my life without her. Either outcome would suck. At least if she were alive, I’d know I had done everything I could for her. She’d still be breathing the same air and inhabiting the same world as me. That had to count for something.
 
   With a flick of my hand, I waved my piecemeal army forward.
 
   Crouched low, I gripped my X95 and mentally flipped my middle finger at the angel of death. My soldiers flanked me in a u-shaped formation. I pointed toward the breaker box at the back of the house. Noah would flip the breaker, blanketing the safe house in darkness before we fired a single shot.
 
   We moved stealthily forward, our black clothing and camouflage face paint blending into the inky night. Sweat prickled my skin. The hair on the back of my neck stiffened. My ears devoured the noise of every branch crunching under our booted feet, every exhalation whistling through the air, and every rustle of fabric against fabric as we forged ahead. 
 
   Time to get Hattie.
 
   Time to destroy the Alvarez Cartel once and for all.
 
   I’d kill every last one of them until I didn’t have any strength left in my body.
 
   With every step, anger sizzled in my veins. My lips curled up over my teeth as I inhaled through my nose. The thirst for revenge rippled through my muscles. I smashed every civilized thought from my brain. I courted the Vargas beast inside my soul until inhumane savagery pumped through my body.
 
   The lights in the house disappeared, steeping us in total darkness.
 
   It was show time.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   With my hair still damp, my eyes popped open. My heart fluttered. Springs dug into my back. I pushed onto my elbows. I didn’t know what had woken me. I didn’t know whether it was day or night. I recalled climbing into the cot wearing a threadbare, dingy robe when I finished showering, but after that, nothing. 
 
   I scrambled to my knees. My ears throbbed, desperately searching for the faintest noise. I scanned the room, diving in and out of the shadows looking for something. Anything. Anyone, but the room was as empty as I remembered.
 
   Rubbing my eyes, I tipped my head to the ceiling. Then, I remembered Raul’s phone. Shit! I forgot to turn it on.
 
   I scrambled to my feet and darted across the room. My body buzzed with adrenaline as I unzipped the pocket of my shorts, pulled out the phone and powered it on. Air rocketed out of my lungs when I saw Ryker’s text.
 
    
 
   I’m coming for you tonight. Be ready.
 
    
 
   Clutching the phone, I ran to the window and shoved the curtains to the side. I couldn’t see anything. Crosshatched bars obscured the view and the miniscule rectangles of sky between looked like segmented inkblots. I ran back to the bathroom and slipped on my stained running shorts under my robe and waited.
 
   At first, I thought something dropped on the floor. Then, the sound happened again. Rapid-fire gunshots exploded one after another outside. 
 
   Pop, pop, pop. 
 
   Pause. 
 
   Pop!
 
   It was happening. Ryker was here. He came just like he promised. 
 
   Minutes crawled like hours, as I huddled next to the door waiting for Ryker to find me. I used the light from Raul’s phone to illuminate the room. Gunshots blended into one long, deafening roar of violence. I twisted my hands in my robe over and over until the seam along the side split. My chest heaved in short bursts. I should’ve made an effort to regulate my breathing, but I was incapable of doing anything except staring at the door.
 
   Then came the shouts, screams and cries of pain. Incoherent Spanish curses floated up the stairs. For the hundredth time in the last three or four months, I wished I had taken Spanish lessons instead of French. 
 
   “Pudrete en el infierno.”
 
   “Chingada Madre.”
 
   Fleetingly, I wondered what would happen if everyone died. Would I be stuck in this room until I died of starvation? Nobody except Ryker knew I was in Mexico. I told my parents I’d taken a road trip to clear my thoughts. Would the police or somebody else eventually show up? Or would the foliage grow over the building, entombing us in vines?
 
   I surveyed the contents of the room, looking for a weapon. I flipped over the cot and kicked at the metal bars trying to free something. Nothing budged. I ran to the bathroom and switched on the light. Nothing happened. My hearted squeezed. Somebody had cut the power.
 
   Squinting, I located the showerhead, then jumped and yanked on the metal arm protruding from the ceiling. Hanging on with all my body weight, I swung back and forth. The pipe creaked, and then I stumbled to my knees with the showerhead in my hand.
 
   Pain radiated up my legs. Water exploded out of the pipe, spraying from the ceiling, drenching my clothes. Wet strands of hair slid in front of my eyes. Water leaked into my mouth.
 
   “Fucking hell!” I screamed, shaking my head from side to side. 
 
   I crawled across the floor, back to the bedroom. I settled into the corner and curled into a ball. Water dripped from my robe. I squeezed the excess water from the ends. I could’ve slipped on my t-shirt, but wearing a transparent robe was infinitely more appealing than being covered in Raul’s blood, my sweat, and days worth of dirt.
 
   Then, I heard loud footsteps echoing down the hallway. The door handle rattled.
 
    “Hattie,” a voice I didn’t recognize yelled.
 
   I didn’t answer. I scrambled to my feet and ran across the room. Standing next to the door, I raised the showerhead above my head preparing to strike whoever entered the room.
 
   “Hattie,” the man shouted again. “Are you in there?”
 
   A few shouts echoed down the hallway punctuated by two gunshots.
 
   “I’m with Ryker. He sent me to find you,” the man persisted.
 
   I shifted on my feet. “Prove it.”
 
   “Back away from the door. I’m going to shoot the lock.”
 
   “Where’s Ryker?”
 
   “He’s taking care of some people downstairs. Move away from the fucking door. I don’t have all day,” he demanded.
 
   “I’ll wait for Ryker.” I couldn’t trust anyone except him. For all I knew, this guy could be a member of the Alvarez Cartel or some other cartel wanting to get in on the action. 
 
   “Goddamn. What the hell is wrong with you? We need to get the fuck out of here. I’m not standing outside this door waiting for someone to kill me.”
 
   “I don’t trust you. I don’t trust anyone except Ryker.”
 
   “You’re going to get us killed. Vargas,” the guy screamed as heavy footsteps burst down the hall. “She won’t move away from the door.”
 
   “Hattie, it’s me,” Ryker said. “Move to the right side of the door.”
 
   “My right or your right?”
 
   “Yours.”
 
   With my body pressed into the wall, I scrambled to the other side of the door. “I moved.”
 
   “Now listen to me…” Ryker kept talking, but I couldn’t hear him over the sudden roar of a helicopter over the house. With my eyes trained on the door, I cupped my hands over my ears.
 
   “Who’s that? What’s going on?”
 
   He didn’t answer. 
 
   Sparks ricocheted off the door. Then, it flew open, bouncing off the adjacent wall.
 
   “Watch our back,” Ryker shouted, pointing to the man in the shadows.
 
   In the darkness, I could make out the outline of Ryker’s body. I ran across the room and circled my arms around his strong shoulders. My fingernails dug into the back of his neck like talons. My knees sagged. Tears flooded my eyes. My breath came hard and fast until I started hyperventilating. 
 
   He wrapped an arm around my waist, and his fingers pressed into my side. “Relax, Hattie. I’ve got you.” 
 
   He rocked me back and forth for a frozen second, and I wanted to tell him I missed him, I loved him, I couldn’t live without him, and so much more. But the words wouldn’t come. Instead, I pressed my lips to his neck, drawing his essence into my lungs. He smelled like sea air, gunpowder and man, but somehow it was better than anything in the world. 
 
   “Can you walk?” he whispered, next to my ear.
 
   Jumbled thoughts whirled through my mind. Incoherent words mixed with whimpers streamed from my mouth. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t talk. Walking was out of the question.
 
   “Listen, baby. We need to get out of here right now. The helicopter can only stay so long before it draws too much attention.”
 
   I lifted my head from his chest and nodded. “I can walk.”
 
   “Hold on to the back of my belt and don’t let go no matter what happens.”
 
   I clamped my hands around his belt, fusing my body to his. My swollen hand protested the movement, but I ignored the pain. “Got it,” I whispered, my throat raw from dehydration and crying for days.
 
   “Noah,” Ryker said. “Follow us out of here.”
 
   A tall, dark-haired man stepped out of the shadows. A flash of light from the bottom of the stairs lit up one side of his face. He had sharp cheekbones, a long angular nose and almond shaped eyes. He flashed a thumbs-up signal. “I’m on it.”
 
   With his gun in front of him, we jogged down the stairs. Dead bodies and bloodied groaning men littered the floor. I floated through the room as if I were submerged in water, suffering from a nightmare I couldn’t wake up from. My vision tunneled. My entire body trembled so I hard I thought I’d collapse.
 
   “Don’t look. Just keep your gaze glued to the ground in front of you and keep putting one foot in front of the other,” Ryker said without glancing at me.
 
   I squeezed my eyes shut and plastered my body against his back. My fingers curled around the waistband of his pants. My lungs rattled with suppressed cries. I would’ve crawled inside him if it were possible. A warm breeze caressed my skin. We were outside. Relief poured through my body. I opened my eyes and lifted my head to the sky, drinking in the faint glimmer of the stars. Palm trees danced in the wind. Sea salt wafted through the air. On any other night, it would’ve been peaceful, but not today. With the roar of the helicopter blades slicing through the air, it felt sinister. Ominous.
 
   Three guys barreled around the corner of the house, their guns pointed at us. “Ya están aquí.”
 
   Ryker shoved me away from him, and I stumbled backward. “Noah, get her the fuck out of here. Now!”
 
   “No,” I repeatedly screamed, reaching for Ryker. Horror clawed at my chest, dragging me into a full-blown panic attack within a matter of seconds. I didn’t want to be separated from Ryker ever again.
 
   Noah wrapped his arms around my waist and heaved me over his shoulder. “No. I’m not leaving him. Leave me here.” I slapped the corded muscles of his back until my hands stung.
 
   “You don’t have a choice,” Noah growled.
 
   “Please,” I begged, as my heart crumbled. “I can’t leave him. Not again.”
 
   “It’s better this way.”
 
   Noah ran to the helicopter, his boots kicking up a fine powdery dust that coated my lips. My head bounced against his back and blood rushed through my ears. Sobs clogged my throat. Acid gnawed at my gut. When we reached the door, he climbed inside and slammed it behind us. “We’re ready to go.”
 
   “No. We can’t leave him.” I darted for the door, but Noah’s arms closed around my waist and he pulled me into his lap.
 
   Sickness twisted my insides. My heart beat like a pogo stick against the inside of my chest. I kicked, bit and slapped him, but he wouldn’t budge.
 
   “Shh,” Noah whispered next to my ear. “Stop fighting. This is what Ryker wanted. You’d only be in his way.”
 
   “No.” I lurched forward and elbowed him in the ribs.
 
   He grunted, but his arms didn’t relent. “For fuck’s sake, you need to relax and let us do our job. We know what we’re doing. Don’t make this even more of a mess than it already is.”
 
   The energy drained from my body, and I slumped into his chest, my hands coiled into his black shirt. I didn’t want to leave without Ryker, but Noah was right. There’s nothing I could do to help him except do what he asked and get out of his way.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   With my gun pointed in the center of Enrique’s Alvarez’s chest, I pulled the trigger.
 
   Click.
 
   And…nothing. 
 
   I was out of ammunition.
 
   Fucking hell.
 
   Enrique tipped his head to the sky and howled like a coyote. “I’ve got this,” he said to the men next to him. Go take care of my dad.” He waved his high-powered rifle over my head. “The helicopter is leaving without you. Should I shoot it down?”
 
   I eyed his rifle. It wouldn’t come close. “That’s not happening.”
 
   He shrugged. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. I’ll settle for killing you instead.”
 
   “You can try,” I answered. I kept my voice steady even as nerves zigzagged through my body like a plasma ball.
 
   “It’s only fair. You tried to kill me last week. Now I’ll return the favor, but unlike you, I’ll actually succeed.” He angled his chin to the side. “I already had some fun with your woman over the past few days, but I’m happy to show you some love too.” He pointed his gun at my foot. “I think I’ll start with your feet so you can’t go anywhere. Then, I’ll take my time. You know, make a real production of the whole thing. Maybe I’ll burn a letter A into your arm so you match her.”
 
   Pain wailed through my chest. My blood ran cold. I glowered. “What the fuck did you say?”
 
   “I guess you didn’t look at her too closely.” He shook his head, his dark eyebrows raised. “I branded your whore. You won’t live long enough to appreciate it, but you’ll die knowing I’ve marked her as property of the Alvarez Cartel. You may have rescued her, but she’ll remember me for the rest of her life. This question is…will she remember you in a couple of years?”
 
   My heart detonated like a grenade inside my chest. I didn’t think. I couldn’t think. Everything turned red. Rage fueled my body. I charged forward. My fist collided with his chin, and my knuckles scraped across his teeth. 
 
   Crack.
 
   He stumbled backward, cupping the side of his face. I didn’t give him the chance to retaliate. I circled my arms around his body and tackled him. Air exploded out of my lungs as we hit the ground.
 
   I crawled up his body, pounding his face over and over until ribbons of blood gushed from his mouth and nose. With every hit, I relished his grunts of pain and the way his eyes went from alert to glazed. 
 
   Then, he slipped a knife from his pocket. I almost missed the glint of metal as he slashed his arm in a wild arch, connecting with my lower ribs. I grabbed his wrist, shoving the blade away from me. The bloody knife was suspended between our bodies as we fought for control. With my jaw clenched, our arms locked together, moving back and forth in a tug of war punctuated by grunts, groans, and unintelligible curses.
 
   “I’m going to kill you,” he snarled between grunts, his contorted face gleaming with sweat. His lips curled over his bloodied teeth like a wild animal. “Then I’m going after your woman.”
 
   With his free hand, he swiped the side of my cheek, raking his fingernails down my face to my neck. I winced and softened my grip on him. He seized the moment. He lurched forward trying to sit up, bringing his face within striking distance of mine. Without a second thought, I whipped my head forward, slamming my forehead into the bridge of his nose with a sickening crack. Blood spurted out of his nose, spraying my face. 
 
   Enrique’s body went slack, and his head bounced like a basketball against the ground. His eyes rolled up in his head. I picked the knife off the grass, intending to carve a V in his cheek. I didn’t know if I’d let him live, but he branded Hattie so I’d brand him. 
 
   Just as I finished the first gash in his cheek, someone yanked on the collar of my vest.
 
   “We have to get out of here now! The SUVs are waiting for us at the end of the driveway,” Rick said. “We’re running out of time. Eric intercepted a call for backup.”
 
   “One more minute,” I answered without glancing over my shoulder. I needed to finish this. If Enrique lived, he’d wear the Vargas V for the rest of his life. If he died, his family wouldn’t want to have an open casket funeral.
 
   My heart hammered inside my chest as I jabbed the tip of the knife into his cheek and slashed downward until the two lines intersected, perfecting the V. I wiped the handle of the knife on my pants and tossed it in the bushes next to the house.
 
   I stood and kicked Enrique in the ribs. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.” 
 
   I turned to Rick. Dumbfounded, he rubbed his hand across his mouth, his eyes wide.
 
   “What crawled up your ass?” I snapped.
 
   “Nothing.” He shook his head.
 
   I started walking. “Are you coming?” I said as I glanced over my shoulder. 
 
   “Yeah, man.” He jogged to catch up with me, his gaze glued to the side of my face like he’d never seen me before. 
 
   “What?” I barked.
 
   “With your background, I assumed you wouldn’t be as crazy as the rest of those cartel fuckers.”
 
   “You shouldn’t assume anything. I’m a Vargas.” I shot him a bitter smile as I rounded the side of the SUV. 
 
   “Aren’t you going to finish that shit?” Rick asked, leaning his shoulder into the SUV.
 
   “Finish what?”
 
   “You need to kill that fucker or he’ll hunt you down and go after Hattie again.”
 
   I spun around, eyeing Enrique’s huddled body. He had rolled to his side, curling into a ball with his hand pressed to his cheek. My need for revenge had fizzled marginally in the last few minutes, but then I remembered the look on Hattie’s face before Noah threw her over his shoulder. The way her body trembled and her eyes dilated scared the shit out of me. Her high-pitched cries would haunt me for years.
 
   “You’re right.” I grabbed Rick’s gun from his hands, aimed and pulled the trigger.
 
   Once.
 
   Twice.
 
   Three times.
 
   I handed him the gun and flung open the driver’s side door. “Move. I’m driving.”
 
   Eric eyed me guardedly, and then he nodded. “Whatever you want. This is your show,” he mumbled as he climbed into the passenger seat.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   I pushed up, bracing my body on my elbows as my eyes scanned the darkness swallowing the room. The floorboards squeaked. A loud scream erupted from my mouth, ringing in ears. Arms circled around my waist. I swung my hands and my open palms connected with flesh. I curled my fingers into weapons, clawing at everything within my reach.
 
   Someone pinned my arms to my sides. Short panting breaths exploded from my mouth. Fear crawled up my throat, suffocating me. My muscles stiffened, preparing for battle.
 
   “Shh. It’s me. It’s Ryker,” he whispered next to my ear. “You’re safe. You’re going to be okay.”
 
   I inhaled his familiar spicy sea scent, and the tension in my muscles evaporated. My heart slowed and my sluggish brain cleared. “Where am I?”
 
   He didn’t say anything for a few drawn out seconds. Instead, he stroked the back of my head lazily as he hummed softly in my ear. “You’re in my room at my dad’s compound.”
 
   As much as I hated the Vargas compound and everything it symbolized in my mind, relief zipped through my veins. I was safe here. Nothing would happen to me. Ryker would make sure of it. I cradled my head against his chest, savoring the moment. Savoring our connection. He rocked me back and forth silently. His strong, even heartbeat echoed in my ears, grounding me in the moment and away from the nightmare of the past few days. 
 
   “You should go back to sleep. You need your rest.” His fingertips slid down my sides, and the bed shifted as he stood.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “I’ll be in the room next door if you need me.”
 
   I gasped and held out my hands, reaching for him. “Wait. Don’t leave me. I don’t want to be alone.”
 
   He tucked my hair behind my ear. “You need your rest,” he repeated. 
 
   “I won’t be able to sleep if you’re not here.”
 
   “You did just fine without me. I’ll just get in your way.”
 
   My brows furrowed as my mind scrambled to unravel his words. What was I missing? Something wasn’t right.
 
   “No.” I shoved the sheets off my body. “Now that you’re here, I’m not letting you go again.”
 
   “Hattie.” My name came out like a long drawn sigh.
 
   “Ryker,” I responded in kind, kicking my legs over the side of the bed.
 
   “When did you become so stubborn?” he mumbled more to himself than me.
 
   I flipped on the light next to the bed. I searched his eyes for the glow of the affection I’d grown to love, but there was absolutely nothing. A blank void. A mask.
 
   “What’s going on right now? Why are you running away from me? Did I do something wrong?”
 
   “No. Of course not,” he said, his voice strained. His gaze bounced everywhere except on me.
 
   “Then why won’t you look at me?” I grabbed his wrist. He glanced at the A Enrique burned into my arm, and then he looked away like he couldn’t stand the sight of me. I snorted. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
   “What?” he growled, the muscle in his jaw ticking. “I didn’t do anything.”
 
   “You’re right. You didn’t.” I dropped his arm and stood up. “You don’t have to. It’s written all over your face.” I shook my head. “I get it. Explanations aren’t needed.” 
 
   My legs wobbled from disuse and exhaustion as I walked to the bathroom. I lamented my fate, the last three months, meeting Ryker, dating Evan…everything. At that moment, I hated myself. I hated my life. Why did everyone use me and reject me?
 
   “You don’t understand anything.”
 
   “Uh huh. Whatever,” I mumbled.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “To the bathroom to shower.” I peeked over my shoulder. He alternated between flexing and curling his hands into tight balls. Obviously, our relationship had run its course—at least in his mind. He made me all these promises, and now he couldn’t even look me in the eyes. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. Go back to your room and do whatever you were doing.”
 
   “No. Wait. I’ll stay. Let me help you.”
 
   “Not if you’re going look at me like you’re going to be sick.” I didn’t turn around. I kept walking. I didn’t want to see the pity or disgust flashing across his face like a neon sign.
 
   His arms circled my waist and he dragged me against his chest. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   My body battled with my mind. My body wanted to sink into his embrace and beg him to never let go. My mind wanted to fight him, scream at him, and curse him to hell. 
 
   “The look on your face says it all, but I don’t get it. Even Noah was more compassionate than you, and I’ll probably never see him again. You, on the other hand, can’t run away from me fast enough. You made me all these promises. Promises you have no intention of keeping. Are you going to ship me back to Evan again? Is that what this is about?”
 
   He spun me around so fast, I felt like I had vertigo. “All this is my fault. I should’ve let you go. I should’ve stayed far away from your engagement party. Look at what I’ve done to you.”
 
   “Are you talking about this?” I held up my arm, waving the still pink and puckered letter A above my head. 
 
   He swallowed and nodded.
 
   “Well, I don’t give a shit about it. Just like everything that happened over the last few days, it will fade. It can be fixed. Everything can be fixed. I only care about us and our future.” I’d spent every moment of the last five days reliving our moments together and dreaming of being with him again and he was pushing me away…again.
 
   “You’re right,” he murmured, guiding me into the bathroom by my shoulders. “We’ll take this one day at a time.”
 
   He turned on the bath and poured some bath salts into the water. Without meeting my eyes, he pulled my t-shirt over my head and slipped my panties down my legs swiftly and without a comment. Goosebumps kissed my greedy skin, and I swayed on my feet. My soul wept for his touch. His kindness. His love.
 
   The second the bath filled, he tipped his head toward the tub. “Get in and relax.”
 
   For an uneasy second, I stared at his face, willing him to see me…really see me. I wanted him to tell me he still loved me. I wanted him to promise me we’d have a family and grow old together. Words circled the tip of my tongue like marbles, but nothing came out. I didn’t know where to start.
 
   He sighed heavily and combed his hands through his inky hair. My gaze fixated on the slight tremor. It was the only indication he still cared. Any sane girl would have run away a long time ago. But here I was, exposing myself to more heartache, praying he wouldn’t push me away again.
 
   “Just leave it alone for tonight,” he whispered. “We’ll talk tomorrow. Just get in and let me take care of you. I need to take care of you.”
 
   My shoulder muscles crawled up my neck. I wanted to talk to him. I needed to talk to him. Every passing second another emotional door slid shut between us. By tomorrow, I’d need a battering ram to get through to him. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”
 
   “Please,” he whispered, briefly shuttering his eyes. “Don’t fight me on this.”
 
   A weighty exhalation whistled through my lips, releasing hundreds of unsaid words. He was right. I was tired. I ached. My arm still throbbed.
 
   Wordlessly, I slipped into the bathtub. A moan tumbled from my lips without my permission, and my eyes fluttered closed like butterfly wings. Steaming hot water lapped around my neck. God, this felt amazing. I could sit here for hours. 
 
   “Are you hungry?” he asked.
 
   I rolled my head from side to side without opening my eyes. “No. Noah brought me a plate of food before I fell asleep.”
 
   His feet shuffled on the tiles. “Good. A doctor will be here tomorrow to take a look at your injuries.” He cleared his throat. “And to do an ultrasound.”
 
   My eyes cracked open, and I raised my injured arm out of the water. “My arm and hand are hurt, but other than that, I think I’ll be okay. The ultrasound can wait until we get home.”
 
   “It’s already scheduled and I’m concerned about you. Both of you.”
 
   “Okay.” I shrugged. “When are we flying home?”
 
   For strangled beats, he stared blankly at the wall, the expression on his face tough to interpret.
 
   “Ignacio’s jet will take you home the day after tomorrow.”
 
   “I can’t wait to leave.” My eyes slid closed again. “Are you glad we’re done with this place?”
 
   He kissed my forehead. “Dunk your head under the water,” he said, not answering my question. “Let me wash your hair.”
 
   The bumps of my spine tapped against the acrylic tub as I plunged into the warm water. When I surfaced, Ryker squirted shampoo into his hand and massaged it into my scalp. Thirty seconds later, all my confusion melted away. I didn’t want to worry about tomorrow or next month. I wanted to enjoy this moment with him.
 
   Cupping his hands together, he dribbled water over my head again and again until my hair was free of suds.
 
   “Thanks,” I said.
 
   “My pleasure. It’s the least I owe you.”
 
   “You don’t owe me anything.”
 
   “I do. This was my fault.”
 
   Tears leaked from the corners of my eyes, silently trailing down my face. “I forgive you.”
 
   He stared icily at the floor, looking stricken. “I wouldn’t blame you if you hated me.”
 
   I traced the line of his jaw, and he inhaled sharply. The sides of his face hollowed, and his chiseled cheekbones stood out in sharp relief. His thick eyelashes sheltered his gray eyes. The symmetrical arch of his top lip begged to be kissed. 
 
   “Get in here with me,” I pleaded, unwilling to accept his need for distance any longer.
 
   The corners of his lips curled upward, but he didn’t say anything. He dipped his bruised and battered hands into the water and curled them around the curved lip of the tub. “I don’t want to rush anything. We have time.”
 
   Craving him, I chewed on my lower lip, and then I tugged on the collar of his shirt. “No. I need to be close to you right now.” 
 
   I needed to feel connected to him. 
 
   I needed to know the Alvarez Cartel hadn’t destroyed us.
 
   I needed to feel his hands on me and wipe Enrique’s touch from my mind.
 
   I wanted to be wanted.
 
   I wanted to be normal.
 
   Is that so bad? 
 
   Staring at me almost reverently with heavy eyelids, he rubbed his hands together. I wanted him so much that I stopped breathing for a suspended second. I was in agony. He groaned softly, gripping the edge of the tub. “Hattie, I don’t think—”
 
   I shifted onto my knees and looped my arms around his neck. Rivulets of water streamed down my body. Goosebumps somersaulted down my arms. A mixture of desire and something indecipherable glowed in his eyes. Hypnotic lust wove through my veins.
 
   “Don’t think, Ryker. Just kiss me. Make me forget. I need to forget, and you’re the only one who can help me do that.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   Everything moved in slow motion as Hattie’s body rose out of the water like Botticelli’s Birth of Venus. Like so many times since I first saw her, I struggled not to reach out and touch her. 
 
   The muted light of the bathroom highlighted her golden eyes. They glimmered like twin gemstones. Water dripped from the tips of her pink nipples. For a spine-tingling second, her unassuming seductive beauty immobilized me. She looked fragile with the faint bruise staining her cheek, but at the same time, I couldn’t remember a moment when I wanted her more. I never wanted to forget the love and trust vibrating from her when I finally destroyed us. 
 
   I shuddered the instant she wrapped her arms around me. The recriminations in my head quieted to a dull hum. I sucked in a breath, scrambling to find the will to stop this. All the reasons I needed to let her go floated through my mind, but like tendrils of smoke I couldn’t latch onto any of them. It all came down to one thing: I was bad for her. If I kept her in my life, the days she’d spent as a prisoner of the Alvarez Cartel would pale in comparison to a lifetime in the web of the Vargas Cartel.
 
   I’d trade my soul to the devil to go back in time and change the way things unfolded, but it wasn’t possible. I had to make the best decision for Hattie based on the facts, and the best decision was to send her away. I needed to force her out of my life even if the thought alone cleaved my heart in two. I didn’t see any other way.
 
   My fingers ghosted over the burn marks on her arm and her eyelids fluttered. “I don’t want to hurt you.” Her lips feathered across mine and electricity shot down my spine. I bit back a groan. Dammit, she was hard to refuse—more so now than the first time I met her. My need for her grew every day. 
 
   She rested her forehead against mine. “The only way you could hurt me is by leaving me,” she said, her eyes glistening.
 
   My throat tightened at the soft tenor in her voice. My soul devoured her words even though she was wrong. Leaving her was the only way to stop the pain and prevent future heartache, but when she looked at me with love shining from her eyes, reality and desire blurred.
 
   “Hattie,” I whispered, my voice like gravel on glass. It sounded like a benediction mixed with a curse. Half dark. Half light. It captured my character, my life, and my future perfectly. 
 
   She flicked open the buttons of my shirt, one after another, and pushed it off my shoulders. She licked her lower lip and my entire body trembled. I wanted her, but my desire for her didn’t stop the guilt from wrapping around my chest like a vice. I shouldn’t do this. I shouldn’t touch her, but with every brush of her fingertips, my resistance evaporated faster than rain on hot asphalt.
 
   Her fingertips coasted over the rectangular bandage on my ribs. It concealed the knife wound inflicted by Enrique Alvarez. 
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “A small cut,” I hissed as her hand pressed against the bandage. “Nothing you need to worry about. I’ll be fine.”
 
   “Good. I don’t want to be gentle.” She opened the button of my pants, and I forgot everything but the sound of her breath next to my ear and the soft slide of her lips against my neck. In the blink of an eye, I had convinced myself we could share this last moment before real life bashed us over the head and demolished everything we’d worked so hard to build over the last few months. It was selfish of me, but I didn’t want to fight this any more than I wanted let her go. There’d be plenty of time to sort this out tomorrow.
 
   Groaning, I shoved my pants and boxer briefs down my legs and climbed into the tub with her. I pulled her into my lap and wrapped her legs around my waist. She smelled like soap, shampoo, sunshine, and everything Hattie. I ached to fill her again and make her believe in me, in us, no matter how fleeting the emotion.
 
   “God, Hattie. You have no idea how much I missed you,” I said, resting my forehead against hers. 
 
   Hot steam swirled around our bodies, cocooning us in a world where only the two of us existed. I cupped her breasts, and she arched into me. Heat surged through my nerve endings making every point of contact between our bodies flame to life. 
 
   “Show me,” she moaned. 
 
   Leaning back, my cock slid along her slippery sex. My last shred of common sense fled, and my mouth crashed against hers. Her tongue captured mine within seconds, and we devoured each other. My head spun from her familiar taste. Stopping was no longer an option. My muscles pulled tight like the string of a bow and sweat beaded on my forehead from the heat of the water. Urgency coursed through my veins like my soul knew this might be the last time I’d ever hold her.
 
   The last time she looked at me as her savior.
 
   The last time she surrendered to me unconditionally.
 
   The last time she loved me.
 
   If I concentrated hard enough, I could almost hear the minute hand of our life together counting down to the end of us. Maybe time had conspired against us from the first moment her beautiful golden eyes landed on mine.
 
   Reverently, my hands cupped her breasts and then skated along her ribcage to her waist. Her back arched in invitation, and I had to taste more of her. I sucked her nipple in between my teeth. A gasp exploded out of her mouth, and I grazed her sensitive skin with my teeth.
 
   “Ryker,” she moaned, and I switched my attention to her other breast.
 
   Licking.
 
   Sucking.
 
   Biting.
 
   Showing her that this moment was about pleasure and pain, rather than just pleasure because, for me, that was exactly how it felt.
 
   Pleasure that I could touch her one final time.
 
   Pain that I had to let her go.
 
   Within minutes, her entire body tensed like a coiled spring, vibrating with need as she rode the edge right along with me. Erotic whimpers tumbled from her mouth one after another until they blended into a symphony punctuating every lick, bite, suck and swivel of my hips. Desire and need hummed through my veins like morphine.
 
   I couldn’t wait another minute. 
 
   I had to be inside of her.
 
   I had to feel the perfection of us.
 
   I captured her mouth with a mind-drugging kiss. Every flick and roll of my tongue told her without words that I belonged to her even if I couldn’t be with her.
 
   Her hand snaked between our bodies and circled my length, sliding up and down in slow, lazy strokes. A desperate moan spilled from my mouth. Fuck that felt good. I closed my eyes and rocked my hips, but it wasn’t enough.
 
   The pads of my fingers trailed down her waist, following the line of her body to her sex. Simultaneous groans tumbled from our mouths as I slid my finger inside of her. I moved in and out of her slick entrance. 
 
   “Do you like that?” I asked even though I knew she did. She was flushed and trembling. Her chest heaved with every breath.
 
   “God yes,” she mumbled as her water-kissed lashes fluttered closed.
 
   Her moans grew louder and louder with every pass of my fingers. Her facial expressions reprioritized my thoughts until I was hyper focused on her and her only. 
 
   Her parted lips.
 
   Her heavy eyelids.
 
   Her glowing skin.
 
   She couldn’t have looked more beautiful if she tried.
 
   Just as her muscles contracted around my fingers, I pulled my hand away.
 
   “No,” she whispered, her pupils dilated.
 
   “Shh. Don’t worry. I’ve got you.” I lifted her hips and pressed the head of my cock against her sex, sliding it back and forth. “I want to be inside you when you come.”
 
   “Mm.” She nodded as she bit down on her lower lip. Her gaze dropped as I lowered her hips, her lips kicking up into a hedonistic smile.
 
   “See,” I said as lowered her slowly, watching until I disappeared inside of her. I felt like I was home again. No matter what happened she’d always belong to me and I’d belong to her.
 
   A shaky exhalation whizzed through her lips, and I held my breath trying to control the need to claim her like a man possessed. I counted the seconds, giving her time to get used to me.
 
   One.
 
   Two.
 
   Three.
 
   And then, her walls clenched around my shaft, and my entire body shuddered. I didn’t even need to move to be on the verge of exploding. Fuck it. I bucked my hips up and down in time with her, and her breasts bounced. I clenched my jaw, trying to stave off the lust roaring like a ball of fire through my body. 
 
   My hands bit into her hips, and we rolled together. Water splashed over the rim of the tub. Her golden skin flushed pink. Her nipples hardened into tight raspberry buds that made my mouth water. Our jagged breaths echoed off the marble tiles.
 
   Her body undulated as my fingers dug into her hips. I gave her everything I had. Going slow wasn’t an option. I forced us higher and higher until it felt like we were flying in a blur of bliss. Pleasure built at the base of my spine and static buzzed in my ears. I desperately needed to come, but I wouldn’t go without her. If this was our last time together, I wanted her to remember it.
 
   I reached between her legs, rubbing energetic circles on her clit. Her movements became frenzied. Then, her muscles tensed, and a scream tore from her lips. I couldn’t stop my orgasm if someone had a gun pressed to my head. My muscles knotted, and I tipped over the edge with her. Satisfaction mixed with the emotional pain of goodbye ripped down my spine. My groans wrapped around her pleasure-laced cries. 
 
   When our orgasms faded, I lifted her out of the tub and carried her back to my bed. 
 
   I tucked her damp hair behind her ears. “Now you can sleep.” 
 
   Smiling lazily, her hand clamped around my waist. “Stay until I fall asleep. I don’t want to be alone anymore. I need you.”
 
   My heart squeezed and despite my better judgment, I crawled in next to her. The minute my head hit the pillow, the last five days slammed into me like a wrecking ball. More than ever, I regretted the need to force Hattie out of my life, but I didn’t have a choice. I had to break her heart. I just hoped I’d be able to make it up to her somehow.
 
   I lay quietly, bone deep tiredness claiming my limbs. My body begged me to sleep. I closed my eyes and drew her into my arms, my hard thighs pressing into her back and one arm possessively positioned around her waist. I promised myself I’d do what needed to be done tomorrow. Right now, Hattie was safe, and she was still mine. That’s all that mattered.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   The heavy coffee colored wood door to the bedroom opened. The hinges whined.
 
   “Miss Covington, are you awake?” Ignacio asked, peeking inside.
 
   I yanked the sheets up to my neck. “Yes.”
 
   I couldn’t find my suitcase or anything belonging to me, so I put on one of Ryker’s t-shirts about an hour ago. The lack of adequate clothing kept me from roaming the house. I kept thinking Ryker would come to check on me any minute, but he hadn’t.
 
   “Good,” Ignacio said, opening the door fully and walking to the foot of the bed. “Ryker arranged for a doctor to come to my house and check on you.” He pointed toward the opening. “This is Dr. Mendez. He’s a good friend of the family. He’ll take care of you.”
 
   I chewed on the inside of my cheek as an older man entered the room, holding a black leather bag in one hand and a gray rectangular case in the other. “Nice to meet you.” The doctor smiled, revealing intricate webs lining the corners of his eyes.
 
   “Mucho gusto,” he answered with a quick nod of his head.
 
   Ignacio shifted on his feet. “I don’t anticipate any language issues. Dr. Mendez speaks English, but I can stay if you’d like.”
 
   Heat flooded my face, and my stomach flipped. I didn’t know if Ryker told him about the pregnancy, but I didn’t want him to find out this way. “No. I think I’ll be okay.”
 
   “All right.” Ignacio’s shoes clipped over the tiled floor as he walked toward the door.
 
   “Wait.” I sat up and rested my elbows on my knees. “Can you send Ryker in? He’d want to be here.”
 
   Rubbing his hand along his jaw, his eyes met mine, then flicked away just as quickly. “He’s not here right now.”
 
   “Oh.” My stomach plummeted, and my fingers curled into the creamy white sheets until they strangled the circulation to my fingers. One more twist and I’d rip a hole in them. “Can you call him? I’d feel more comfortable if he were here. I’d do it myself, but I don’t have a phone. I lost it when everything happened. Is there a phone in…?” My voice trailed off, and I licked my lower lip. 
 
   I was rambling. Ignacio knew it. I knew it. The freaking doctor knew it, but I couldn’t stop myself. I felt like one of those colorful betta fish alone in a glass bowl. Both of them stared at me like I was about to snap. Maybe I was.
 
   “He told me to tell you he’d be unavailable for the majority of the day. He said he’ll catch up with you tonight sometime.”
 
   I blinked repeatedly as I struggled to fend off the tears burning in the corners of my eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   Ignacio sighed. “Miss Covington—”
 
   “Hattie,” I shouted. “You know my name. You don’t have to pretend like we’re strangers. I’ve been here before. Tell me what’s going on!”
 
   I didn’t understand why I said it. Truly, I didn’t care what Ignacio called me. I didn’t care if I ever saw him again. I hated him. In a roundabout way, his greed and corruption resulted in me becoming a hostage twice—once by him and once by the Alvarez Cartel. As far as I was concerned, he could jump off a cliff. I wouldn’t shed a single tear.
 
   Ignacio rocked back and forth on his heels, and the doctor’s gaze ping-ponged back and forth between the two of us. He didn’t even try to hide his surprise. I guess most people didn’t talk to Ignacio like that given his penchant for murdering people.
 
   “Hattie.” Ignacio cleared his throat. “This is a conversation you should have with Ryker. It’s not my place.”
 
   “But you know something, right?”
 
   “All I’m going to say is that he won’t be back for a while. Beyond that, you’ll have to talk to him directly. It’s not my place.”
 
   I shivered, trying to ward off the sudden chill racing down my spine despite the balmy breeze from the open windows. I stared at the woven ceiling fan as it rotated in slow circles. A faint buzz hummed through the room.
 
   I’d hoped Ryker would want to spend the day with me. I needed him, more now than ever. I was scared out of my mind about so many things, but now I feared he planned to abandon me. Ignacio had never held his tongue before. That he felt the need to do so now could only mean Ryker had given up on me. Our baby. Us. My vision tilted as the realization slammed into me like a swift punch to my gut.
 
   My gaze drifted to Dr. Mendez. His greedy eyes darted around the room, drinking in my anguish like a glass of ice water on a hot day. I swallowed hard, making a heroic effort to stifle my rising dread.
 
   “Right,” I said, my voice flat. “Do you know if my suitcase is around here somewhere? I’d like to get dressed so I can go for a walk later.”
 
   “No. Not today,” Ignacio answered.
 
   My eyes narrowed, and my heart drummed to a panicked beat. “So, I’m a prisoner again. Is that what you’re trying to say? Here, I thought Ryker rescued me, but I guess I just exchanged one sadist cartel warden for another one.”
 
   “Dr. Mendez, can you step outside for a minute?”
 
   “Por supuesto.”
 
   “Those are Ryker’s rules, not mine,” Ignacio said after Dr. Mendez stepped into the hall. “You can take it up with him. If it were up to me, I’d have you on the next flight back to D.C. You don’t belong here. You’re not right for him anymore.” His lips pressed into a thin line and his eyes darkened into twin lumps of coal. “You’re a liability and Ryker doesn’t need any distractions right now. He owes me.”
 
   Pain rippled through my chest, and I struggled for my next breath. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   His smile turned reptilian. “We made a deal. I helped him rescue you, and now he has to help me.”
 
   I circled my arms around my waist, trying to hold myself together. My nerve endings prickled. “Help you with what?”
 
   Ignacio angled his head to the side. “Rever’s gone. I needed a new successor. Now I have one.”
 
   My hands shook as I threw the sheets off my body. I bolted out of the bed like it was on fire. It took all my power not to wrap my hands around his neck and strangle the life from his body. I dug my fingernails into the palms of my hands until I mentally winced. 
 
   “You’re lying,” I hissed. “He would never agree to that. He doesn’t want anything to do with your perverse cartel. He doesn’t want anything to do with you. He promised me.” My voice fractured on the last word, making me sound pathetic. Weak. Vulnerable. At that moment, I was all of those and worse. 
 
   Ignacio rolled his eyes. “For God’s sake, Miss Covington. Grow up. That’s exactly what he did, and you don’t have anyone but yourself to blame. You did this to him. You shouldn’t have left that hotel. You shouldn’t have come back to Mexico.”
 
   A rush of saliva flooded my mouth, and nausea rolled through me as the last three months finally caught up with me.
 
   Lies.
 
   Betrayals.
 
   Secrets.
 
   Fear.
 
   My pregnancy.
 
   Being taken as a hostage.
 
   Now this…Ryker had pledged his future to the Vargas Cartel. No wonder he had fought me every step last night. He was going to push me out of his life. It was only a matter of hours, and I’d be alone again in a prison of my making, but this time I’d have a child. A hurricane of sadness slammed into my chest. 
 
   “Please,” I begged as an unhinged sob sloshed out of my mouth. “Please don’t force him do this. He doesn’t want it. You’re going to kill him.” 
 
   “It’s already done. He gave me his word. You know him well enough to know his word means everything.”
 
   What about his promises to me? Did they mean less than his promises to Ignacio?
 
   Every time I thought I’d made progress and put the past behind me, life punched me in the face. I couldn’t take anymore. The last thread of the rope tethering me to reality severed. All of my disjointed emotions twisted like a tornado inside my gut. 
 
   Suffocated by his betrayal, I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t form a coherent sentence. My limbs trembled like branches in a windstorm. With one hand, I clutched my chest trying to calm the frenetic beat of my heart. With the other, I reached for the headboard to brace my weight, but I didn’t move fast enough. The room swirled before my eyes in a blur of jewel tones and surprised faces.
 
   Pain vibrated up my knees, and my head snapped forward, crashing into the tiled floor. Blood burst from my nose, and streamed down my face. A shower of white stars flickered behind my eyes. I licked my lower lip, and the warm metallic taste of copper coated my tongue. 
 
   A hand stroked the back my head. Two sets of dark eyes searched mine. Two mouths moved open and closed. Shouts and rapid-fire questions echoed through my ears, but I couldn’t understand anything. I didn’t want to. It was too hard. I didn’t want to fight any longer. My emotions turned off like a spigot. Numbness slithered through my veins like a lethal injection. I felt so heavy. 
 
   Too heavy. 
 
   Too tired. 
 
   Worn out.
 
   Just like that my eyes slid closed, and I embraced the darkness. I invited it in, and willed it to claim me. Giving up had never felt so peaceful.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   “She fainted?” I squeezed my phone against my ear as I ran up the front steps of the Vargas compound. “How the hell did that happen?”
 
   “Calm down,” Emanuel said. “Dr. Mendez took care of her. She’s resting in your room.”
 
   “Is he still there?”
 
   “No, he left, but you can call him if you have any questions.”
 
   I pressed the code to unlock the front door and flung it open the minute the light flashed green. “I’m here. Where’s Ignacio?”
 
   Emanuel sauntered around the corner and slipped his phone into his pocket. “He went to his room to rest. He wasn’t feeling well. He’s still not one hundred percent.”
 
   “Did he do something to upset Hattie?”
 
   Emanuel rubbed the back of his neck as he glanced to the side. “I don’t think he did anything to her.”
 
   Anger vibrated through my nerve endings. “But he said something, right?”
 
   “Apparently, he told her you intended to stay in Mexico and work with Ignacio.”
 
   “What the fuck? Why would he do that?”
 
   He shrugged. “How the hell am I supposed to know? I wasn’t there. It probably came up in conversation. It’s not like he lied to her. He told her the truth. She didn’t like it. She fainted.”
 
   “I wanted her to hear it from me,” I growled.
 
   “Then you should’ve told her this morning instead of hiding your head in the sand.”
 
   I pointed my finger at him. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Shut the fuck up.”
 
   Smirking, he raised one eyebrow. “Or what?”
 
   I shoved him in the shoulder. “Get out of my face or I’ll take this up with Ignacio.”
 
   “Oh please.” He snorted. “Ignacio listens to me. He trusts me. Look what happened with Rever.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” I spat.
 
   “I discredited him.”
 
   “He did it to himself.”
 
   He chuckled. “Maybe so, but I gave him the push he needed. He’s not that smart. I planted ideas in his head, and he took the bait.” He shrugged. “Then lo and behold, Ignacio started doubting him, pushing him, and he spiraled in a mess of his own making. Now he’s holed up in some shithole in Panama with that Alvarez whore.”
 
   I didn’t think. I lunged for him. My hand curled into his shirt, and I pinned him against the wall. His head whipped backward, crashing into the wall like a rag doll. The heel of my hand pressed against his windpipe. His eyes bulged. I wanted to kill him. I was so sick of this shit. I didn’t want anything to do with Ignacio, Emanuel, or the Vargas Cartel.
 
   “You think you’re smart enough to manipulate me?”
 
   “I know I am,” he croaked. 
 
   “You don’t know anything.”
 
   He spat on my face. Saliva dripped down my cheek. “I got rid of Rever and I’ll get rid of you too if I feel like it. You think Ignacio’s in control, but he’s not. I call all the shots.”
 
   Poison laced laughter exploded from my mouth. “What happened to all that sanctimonious bullshit about not wanting to lead the cartel and being happy with your lot in life?” 
 
   “I could wrestle control from Ignacio in a second if I wanted to.” He snapped his fingers. “That should tell you something.”
 
   I slammed his body against the wall. “That I’d be doing Ignacio a favor if I killed you.”
 
   “Rever was too impulsive, and I’m starting to think you’re not much better.”
 
   My fist had a mind of its own. It landed in the dead center of his right cheek. His head jerked to the side. Fire shot up my arm, and my knuckles buckled, but I didn’t care. I welcomed the pain.
 
   “Listen,” I hissed through clenched teeth. “I don’t give a shit about the Vargas Cartel or Ignacio’s legacy. You can have the cartel. I don’t want anything to do with it, but don’t play mind games with me. You won’t win.”
 
   The veins on the side of his neck bulged, and his jaw muscle ticked. “Is that a challenge?”
 
   “Make what you want of it. All I ask is that you stay far away from Hattie and me. When it comes to either of us, keep your opinions to yourself.” I shoved him to the side. “Now get the fuck away from me before I change my mind.”
 
   Emanuel ran his hand down the side of his swollen cheek. “Ignacio won’t like this.”
 
   Smirking, I raised one eyebrow. “What gave you the impression I give a shit what Ignacio does or doesn’t like?” 
 
   “What won’t I like?” Ignacio said as he strolled into the room.
 
   “I thought you were sleeping,” Emanuel said, his eyes boring into the wall above Ignacio’s head.
 
   Ignacio leaned his shoulder into the wall, his narrowed eyes boomeranging between Emanuel and me. “How could I sleep with this noise? Now are either of you going to tell me what the hell is going on or do we have to play twenty questions?”
 
   I stuffed my swollen hand in my pocket. Not that it’d conceal what happened. Emanuel’s face looked like he had a third eye growing out of his cheek. “We had a disagreement.”
 
   “A disagreement that ended with your fist in his face,” he said wearily.
 
   I glared at Ignacio. “Something like that.”
 
   He scowled for a second, then his hardened stare cut to Emanuel. “Do you have something to add or did you suddenly become mute?”
 
   Emanuel folded his arms across his chest and drummed his fingers against his biceps. “It was a misunderstanding, but we’re good now.”
 
   “Is that right, Ryker?” Ignacio asked.
 
   “I don’t trust him.” Ignacio sliced his hand through the air in front of him, interrupting me. “No,” I said, shaking my head. “I know you trust him, and I know he’s worked for you for a long time, but that doesn’t mean I should trust him with my interests. With the people I care about. I don’t think you should either.”
 
   Emanuel scoffed. “Your cryptic bullshit doesn’t make sense. I know you have a long résumé back in the States, but you don’t know anything about the way things work in Mexico.”
 
   “And you just proved my point.” I pinned Ignacio with my eyes. “He’s trying to undermine me just like he undermined Rever.”
 
   Emanuel chuckled. “You don’t need me to do it. You’re doing a good job all by yourself.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “Juan Alvarez is alive. You killed his son. You helped kidnap his daughter. If you intended to escalate the war between the two cartels, you succeeded. This whole mess is going to get a hell of a lot bloodier before it’s put to rest.”
 
   Ignacio’s mouth tugged down in a disapproving frown, and he scrubbed his hand down his face. “I don’t have time to mediate this pissing contest right now. What’s done is done. As for Juan, we’ll figure out how to deal with him later. He’s a sick fuck, but he can’t do anything from his hospital bed. We still have time to come up with a plan.”
 
   I clenched my hands. “But you had time to spill all my secrets to Hattie,” I said bitterly.
 
   Ignacio rolled his eyes and blew out an exaggerated breath. “So what? I ripped the bandage off. It had to be done. You were dragging your feet. You and I both know she doesn’t belong here. The quicker you sever your connection with her, the quicker you’ll learn what you need to know to help me.”
 
   I took a deep breath, struggling to maintain control. “I didn’t need your help with Hattie. I had everything under control until you opened your mouth.”
 
   Ignacio raised one brow. “Really?”
 
   “I planned to talk to her tonight,” I said through gritted teeth. Less than a week with the Vargas Cartel, and I was already losing my sanity. It was like living in a den of poisonous snakes. I couldn’t trust anyone. Not even my own father.
 
   Ignacio stuffed his hands in his pockets. “Then, take care of it. I heard she’s awake now. The last time I checked, your friend Noah was in there with her.”
 
   “He’s not my friend. I hardly know him.” 
 
   “Well, Hattie seems to like him. Maybe he’d be willing to take her off your hands.” 
 
   Ignacio intended to piss me off. I knew it. He knew it. Unfortunately, the knowledge that he wanted to provoke me didn’t stop the anger from swirling in my gut like the flames of hell.
 
   “Yeah, well, unlike you, I don’t make other people do my dirty work.”
 
   Ignacio’s eyes narrowed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “You’re smart enough to put the pieces together. Figure it out,” I said as I stalked down the hallway.
 
   I had agreed to Ignacio’s terms, but I couldn’t go through it. It was like all the pieces finally slid into place. I wasn’t going to bend to Ignacio’s will. I made a bargain with him. I gave him my word, but he owed Hattie. He owed me. I considered my debt to him paid in full. Right then, I promised myself, I’d find a way out of the Vargas Cartel’s web or die trying. Life was too short to let Hattie slip through my fingers. If I lost her, then I didn’t have any reason to live. I understood that now.
 
   I needed to fix the mess I’d made. Plain and simple. I promised I’d take care of Hattie, and for some reason, I’d convinced myself that meant pushing her out of my life forever. That might’ve been true on some level, but deep down I knew I wanted and needed her more than anything or anyone. As a kid, I learned if I wanted something I had to fight for it and never give up. In the midst of this whole debacle with Ignacio, I’d forgotten that, but that would change starting right now.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   “What the hell are you doing in here?” Ryker roared the minute he walked into the room. The door thudded against the doorstop.
 
   I slowly lifted my gaze from the creamy sheets covering my legs. I’d been drawing circles on the individual threads for the last twenty minutes as I explained bits and pieces of my situation to Noah. I didn’t understand why I decided to unload on him. He’d helped me last night without comment or judgment, and something about his compelling caramel colored eyes convinced me to confide in him. 
 
   Noah leaned back against the headboard and propped his hands behind his head. His leg brushed against my thigh. Ryker’s gaze laser focused on the brief contact, and his jaw clenched.
 
   “You’re full of sunshine today,” Noah said.
 
   “I asked you a question.” 
 
   Noah patted me on my leg, and I turned to look at him. Really look at him. He was cute. No, cute was an understatement. He was downright sexy. He had dark hair, exotic hooded eyes framed by heavy lashes, and lips perpetually curved up at the corners. If my heart hadn’t chained itself irrevocably to Ryker months ago, my stomach might have flipped every time his gaze landed on me. As luck would have it, I felt nothing except a detached appreciation like I was admiring a designer handbag or a beautiful sculpture.
 
   “I’m checking in on our girl. I wanted to make sure she was feeling better. She was pretty out of it when I helped her to bed last night,” Noah answered, a huge smile spreading across his face.
 
   Ryker’s vein ticked in his neck like a time bomb waiting to go off. “Well, you can leave now. I’m sure you have somewhere to be.”
 
   Noah shot me a sideways glance and winked. “I don’t actually. Hattie was just telling me how she wanted to fly backing to the States tomorrow. She needs to find a place to live and get caught up on some requirements to finish her degree. I have some business to take care of in D.C., so I agreed to accompany her and help her get settled. That is, if you’re too busy?” 
 
   Ryker’s hands flexed. “You’re leaving?” he barked, his words hanging in the air with the weight of a storm gathering on the horizon.
 
   “That’s the plan,” I replied. I kept my voice empty of emotion, painstakingly ignoring the leaden weight ballooning in the pit of my stomach.
 
   His forehead scrunched. “You weren’t going to discuss this with me first.”
 
   I blinked away the urge to cry. Since the doctor left two hours ago, I’d been on an emotional rollercoaster. “Noah, can you give us some space? Ryker and I need to talk.” 
 
   “Sure,” he said, clearing his throat. “I’ll be around here all day if you want to finish our conversation.” He kissed me on the top of my head and jumped out of the bed. I could still smell a whiff of sandalwood as I watched him disappear down the hallway.
 
   Ryker settled into a chair in the corner of the room, his long legs bent at a ninety-degree angle. He propped his elbows on this knees and knitted his fingers together. His shirt pulled against his wide shoulders. Lines bracketed his mouth. Even vibrating with anger, his graceful movements drew me to him like a magnet. I couldn’t look away. Somehow, he magically soothed and unnerved me at the same time.
 
   “Do you want to tell me what’s going on?” His voice dropped a fraction. “Why you’re trying to run away without talking to me?”
 
   If I weren’t so frustrated with him, I would feel guilty about considering Noah’s offer to accompany me back to D.C., but given Ignacio’s revelations I refused to second-guess my actions. Ryker’s feelings were the least of my problems. I had to pull my life together and figure out how I was going to raise a kid alone. Ignacio didn’t come out and say Ryker planned to kick me out of his life, but I knew it was only a matter of days. The writing was on the wall last night, but I’d been too blinded by my need for him to see the truth.
 
   I didn’t doubt Ryker’s love for me. He would’ve let me rot in that shitty house with the Alvarez Cartel if didn’t love me. Instead, he sacrificed his future for me. But even knowing all that, I was paralyzed at the thought of moving forward without him. Once again, my future had been ripped out from underneath me, and I was damn sick of it.
 
   I shrugged. “Why don’t you go first? You’re the one that’s been keeping secrets.”
 
   Shadows flickered across his face, and his sooty hued eyes looked right through me. “Do you feel well enough to go for a walk around the grounds?” he countered.
 
   My brows pinched together. “Apparently, I’m a prisoner here. Ignacio told me I wasn’t allowed to go anywhere.”
 
   The corners of his lips twitched, and my heart stuttered. Damn his flirty lips. Damn his sinful eyes. Damn my heart for wanting him so much.
 
   “Alone,” he clarified. “I didn’t want you going anywhere alone.” He paused and his smiled widened. Hot, tangled sensations danced down my spine. “Besides, I’d like some privacy. I don’t want to add to Ignacio’s video collection or have him overhear us.”
 
   Heat rushed to my face as last night flashed through my mind. “Oh my God,” I said, bile swirling in my gut in spite of the anti-nausea medicine the doctor gave me. I didn’t want to add to the stockpile of blackmail material Ignacio had of me. One video was enough. I trusted Ryker, but I would never trust Ignacio. “Not again.”
 
   His smile softened, and he peered at me lazily, his eyes hooded. “Don’t worry. I deleted it this morning before anyone woke up. Nobody will ever see it, but I have some stuff I want to talk to you about without worrying that we’ll be overheard.”
 
   He didn’t have to ask me twice. I wanted to talk to him without prying ears and eyes. I scooted off the bed and tugged on the hem of the t-shirt Ryker gave me last night. “I need clothes,” I announced, waving my hand in front of my body.
 
   An amused laugh erupted from his mouth, and he pointed to a white paper bag on the floor next to his dresser. “The housekeeper is washing the clothes you left at the hotel. There’s a dress, panties, and other necessities in there.”
 
   “I wish somebody would’ve pointed that out earlier,” I grumbled as my bare feet padded against the tiled floor. I’d been hiding in bed the entire day due to a lack of proper clothing.
 
   I found a simple light blue shift dress with iolite trim and white lacy panties in the bag. With my back turned to him, I took off the t-shirt and tossed it on the top of the dresser. I slipped the dress over my head and pulled on the panties.
 
   I still hadn’t looked in the mirror. I avoided it like the plague last night in the bathroom, but a quick brush of my hand over my face told me all I needed to know. One of my cheeks was still slightly swollen, my lower lip was cracked, and my hand looked like I had smashed it between two bricks. At least Dr. Mendez bandaged the burns on my upper arm. I couldn’t stand to look at them. 
 
   I spun around and finger combed my hair. “I’m ready. Where to?”
 
   Ryker stood less than a foot away from me. He tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. His familiar spicy sea scent washed over me. “I’m sorry I left before you woke up. I should’ve told you everything last night. I shouldn’t have left you alone with Ignacio.”
 
   His apology ignited sparks of anger in my blood, and I curled my fingernails into my palms like razors. “After everything I’ve been through, I can’t believe you abandoned me like that. You didn’t even stay around long enough for the doctor’s exam. If you really go through with whatever fucked up plan you have in your head—”
 
   “Hattie, listen to me,” he interrupted.
 
   “No. I know you think you’re going to make some bullshit noble sacrifice and push me out of your life. But if you do go through with it, it’s over. I will never let you back in my life. You will never know anything about our child. You will never know his name. You will never see his face. We will disappear. Do you understand what I’m saying? This is your last chance. Don’t fuck it up.”
 
   Ryker pulled me into his arms, and his warm, minty breath shuffled through the ends of my hair. The heat from his touch bled through the gauzy fabric of my dress. My pulse skyrocketed, and a shiver of anticipation danced down my spine. I should’ve pushed him away, but I didn’t. I couldn’t. I never could think clearly when it came to Ryker. 
 
   He was my weakness. 
 
   My Achilles heel.
 
   My kryptonite. 
 
   My everything.
 
   “Hattie, I am so sorry about everything that happened to you. You have no idea how badly I wish I could go back in time and make different decisions.” He squeezed me tighter and I could barely breathe. “I’m not going to lie. The thought crossed my mind that you’d be better without me. I still think so. It’s not too late to rebuild your life. I would make sure you had enough money to buy a house, finish your degree or stay home with our baby if that’s what you wanted. I would make it so you never wanted for anything.”
 
   Alarm zipped through my body like a lightning bolt, and a monster sized black hole opened up inside of my chest.
 
   “Except you.” My voice was tight with suppressed tears. “Is loyalty to your father more important to you than your unborn child or me?” I slipped my hands between our bodies and shoved him, but he didn’t move. 
 
   “Fuck no, Hattie. That’s crazy.” He buried his nose in my hair and inhaled. “You mean everything. That’s the only reason I considered leaving you. I didn’t know what to do. I needed to think. I needed a plan.” 
 
   I tipped up my head, pinning him with my eyes. “And you have one now?”
 
   Silence ticked by, and I bit my lip, wishing I felt stronger, more confident. Instead, I wilted under his unreadable gaze. He exhaled and took a couple of steps back, his hands slipping from my shoulders. I immediately mourned the loss of his touch. Guilt etched lines into his face as he ran a hand through his inky hair. His normally vibrant gray eyes were stormy. 
 
   “I have ideas, but I’ll need your help. We’ll need to work together,” he said, his voice low and cautious. 
 
   I rubbed my hands over my face and my throat constricted. My head pounded, and sadness poured through my veins like a drug making me tired and weak. “I don’t know how I can help. I’m kind of out of my depth here.”
 
   “Come on. Let’s take a walk.” The pads of his fingers whispered like silk down my arm, and he laced his fingers through mine. 
 
   I hesitated for a moment. A small sliver of me wanted to flee this whole mess, but I didn’t think it’d do any good. I had to trust Ryker to guide us through this just like he had with everything else we had faced. Despite all the ups and downs, he hadn’t failed me yet.
 
   “Okay.” I said, my lips trembling. I swallowed hard, struggling to swallow the sadness and fear creeping up the walls of my throat.
 
   His lips quirked up, and he kissed the tip of my nose. “We’ve got this, Hattie. We’re going to fix this.” I stared into his eyes and drank in his too sexy smile. “I love you. You’re safe. I’m safe. The baby’s safe now, and I’m going to do everything to keep it that way. That’s all that matters.” 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   I closed the door behind us and wandered to the pool with Hattie. I hated summer in the Yucatan. The wet air licked every exposed inch of skin, and the sun felt close enough to touch, almost like standing next to a brick oven. Each step outside was like drudging through a steam shower fully clothed. 
 
   “Are you going to start this conversation or are you waiting for me?” Hattie asked as we circled the pool for the second time.
 
   I halted mid-stride near the tree line framing the edge of the pool area. I tipped up my head, squinting at the bright blue sky above us. The birds chirped. The bees buzzed. The jets in the pool hummed. A rare breeze shuffled her hair, and individual strands danced around her face like flames. The scent of chlorine tickled my nose, but I froze. Every time I opened my mouth, the words wouldn’t come out. I didn’t know where to begin. My mind was as blank as the day I was born. Words were my enemy.
 
   She squeezed my hand tighter, and I found the courage to move forward. I cleared my throat. “Let’s sit here,” I said, pointing to the bench beneath a row of palm trees.
 
   Her eyes searched my face, and the corners of her lips turned down. “Just say what you need to say. You’re scaring me.”
 
   I rubbed my free hand down the side of my face. “You have to go home. The sooner, the better. Maybe I could find a flight for you tonight, but no later than tomorrow morning,” I blurted out.
 
   “No.”
 
   I arched a brow. “It’s non-negotiable.”
 
   She ripped her hand out of my grasp and straightened the hem of her dress. “Wait. I’m confused. We’re back to that?” Betrayal bled from her words. “I can’t believe this. All those pretty words and promises you fed me a few minutes ago were nothing more than a pile of meaningless syllables strung together to appease me. I don’t get. Why’d you bother?”
 
   I rubbed my palms along the sides of my thighs. “Hold on, Hattie. You’re jumping to conclusions. It’s not what you think.”
 
   She pressed her hand to her chest like she wanted to stop her heart from breaking. “Then tell me what I should be thinking right now because all I’m hearing is that you want me out of your life as soon as possible. I can’t believe that after everything we’ve been through, you’re ready to throw us away without fighting for us. For me. For our baby.” She shook her head and sucked in a few monster breaths. She tried to act strong, but I heard the tremor in her voice. I hated hurting her.
 
   “Okay. Okay,” I said, holding up my hands in mock surrender. “Let’s start from the beginning. I’m not trying to throw anything away.”
 
   “You thought about it. You admitted it,” she accused, her voice laced with contempt.
 
   “My main concern is your safety, and if sacrificing our relationship is the only way to keep you safe, then I will do it.”
 
   Sadness haunted her face, and she closed her eyes for a beat. “So that’s it? You made up your mind,” she said, her lips trembling.
 
   “No.” I dragged a hand through my hair. “If you still want me, I’m going to fight for us.”
 
   She sighed, and her brows lifted, prompting me to continue. “Okay. That’s what I wanted to hear. That’s how you should’ve started this conversation.”
 
   I laughed. “Good to know.”
 
   She perched on the edge of the gray concrete bench and crossed her ankles. “Go ahead and explain what you’re thinking.”
 
   With my hands deep in my front pockets, I paced back and forth in front of her for a few seconds, considering my words. Then I crouched down in front of her. “Ignacio already told you I agreed to help him with the cartel if he helped me rescue you.”
 
   She angled her chin to the side, and her eyes narrowed a fraction of an inch. “Ignacio said as much, but I didn’t know whether I should believe him. I don’t trust him.”
 
   “It’s the truth. He’s planning to groom me to be his successor.”
 
   She dropped her head into her hands, and a fractured breath wheezed through her lips. “Oh God, Ryker. Why would you agree to that? What were you thinking?”
 
   I gently brushed the hair away from her face. “I was thinking about you. I didn’t have any options, and there was no way in hell I would let you rot in that safe house begging for Juan Alvarez’s mercy while I came up with an alternative.”
 
   “I appreciate what you did, but you don’t want this.” She puckered her lips, and her cheeks hollowed. “You hate this place. You hate everything the Vargas Cartel stands for.”
 
   I squeezed her knee. “You’re right. I do, but it was the only thing I had to offer Ignacio.”
 
   “So what now?”
 
   “I need you to leave. I don’t want Ignacio or anyone else to use you as leverage against me. When this is over, I’ll find you.” I curled my hands into the hem of her dress, struggling to calm my racing heart. The thought of either Ignacio or that piece shit Juan Alvarez getting near Hattie or threatening her made me crazy.
 
   Her head shook back and forth and strands of her brown whipped in front of her face. “No. Absolutely not. It’s not happening. Don’t even try to force to me leave. You’ve already done that once.”
 
   “Why not?” I grumbled.
 
   Her entire body tensed. “I won’t be any safer there than I would be with you. In fact, I think I’ll be in more danger. I’ll be a sitting target for any of your enemies and the Deverons.”
 
   I rested my head on her knees for a minute gathering my thoughts. She was right. We had so many enemies.
 
   Ignacio.
 
   Juan Alvarez.
 
   Senator Deveron.
 
   Evan Deveron.
 
   Emanuel.
 
   And those were just the ones I knew about. As more people got wind of my connection to the Vargas Cartel, I’d have enough enemies to fill a ballroom.
 
   “I think you need to deal with Senator Deveron and Evan and I’ll find a way to make sense of Ignacio and Juan Alvarez.”
 
   “What do you mean deal with Senator Deveron and Evan?”
 
   I sat on the bench next to her. “We need to expose their connection to the cartel. Then, they’ll be discredited or worse. Senator Deveron won’t have any power to hurt you anymore, and you won’t have to worry about Evan.”
 
   “And how are we going to do that?”
 
   He rubbed his lips together. “You’ll leak information and evidence corroborating the connection to any newspaper or website that will listen.” I’d have to search Ignacio’s office, which wouldn’t be easy, but I’d find a way to do it without alerting him. I needed at least a week to put the rest of my plan in motion before Ignacio discovered my deception.
 
   Hattie didn’t move or speak for a few drawn out seconds. “And you want me to go back to D.C. to do it.”
 
   My chest tightened. I didn’t want her to go anywhere. I wanted to chain her to my side forever, and never let go. “Yes. I think it’s the smartest way to get this done,” I said instead.
 
   She closed her eyes and bowed her head, even as her hands fidgeted in her lap. “And you won’t come with me?”
 
   “No. I need to stay here and take care of Ignacio and Juan.”
 
   Hattie stilled, and her eyes blinked open, wide and alarmed. “I can’t do it alone.”
 
   “I know. I was planning to send Noah with you,” I said quietly. 
 
   The words tasted like ash in my mouth, and something inside of me splintered. I didn’t want Noah anywhere near her. I saw the way he looked at her this morning. He wanted her, but I trusted her, and I hoped to hell it wasn’t misplaced. Either way, she deserved to be happy regardless of who made that happen. My lips twisted in perfect synchronicity with my gut at the thought. I shook my head, trying to eradicate the jealousy from my mind. The jealousy could wait. The rest of this mess wouldn’t.
 
   “Who will help you?”
 
   “Don’t worry about me.” I placed my hand on her lower belly, and she pulled her bottom lip through her front teeth. “Just take care of yourself and our baby, and I’ll find you when this is done.”
 
   She leaned her head against my shoulder, gazing at me. Tears shimmered in her golden eyes. “You promise?” she said quietly, her voice breaking on the last word.
 
   Our gazes held, and I smiled softly, my heart drumming hollowly in my chest. I slid my hands into the silky strands of her hair. “I promise. I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
   It’d be damn hard to keep my promise. If Ignacio got wind of what I was planning, he’d kill me, but there was no turning back. She’d always be my soft spot. My enemies wouldn’t hesitate to use her to get to me. I had to finish this once and for all. It was the only way I could guarantee Hattie’s and our baby’s safety. I understood that now. I had to eliminate them before they eliminated us.
 
   Kill or be killed.
 
   Destroy or be destroyed.
 
   Attack or be attacked.
 
   It wasn’t even a question. No more waiting. We had to go on the offensive and wage our own war.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   I tossed and turned, chasing sleep, but my mind had other plans. Ryker had left me in his room over an hour ago while he went to search Ignacio’s records. He told me to go to sleep, and I’d tried. I really did. 
 
   My mind circled relentlessly. My ears labored to hear every noise. My shoulder muscles crawled up the back of my neck. Minute after minute passed, and I swore I heard footsteps a million times, but nothing happened. No one came in the room. I finally gave up trying to sleep and turned on the lamp on the nightstand.
 
   Just when I convinced myself Ryker was bleeding to death somewhere in the house, and I needed to go find him, the door handle dipped. I sat up in bed, clutching the sheets to my chest with one hand and fingering the gun Ryker gave me with the other. My irregular breaths echoed unnaturally in the room.
 
   The door cracked open. A sliver of yellow light spilled onto the creamy travertine tiled floor. Afraid to make a sound, I held my breath and stared as the yellow sliver grew, inch by painful inch. A silhouette shaded the opening. My heart rapid-fired inside my chest.
 
   Thump. 
 
   Thump.
 
   Thump.
 
   At its current rate, my heart would explode by the time the door fully opened. The hinges squeaked. My breath hitched.
 
   Please don’t be Ignacio or worse…
 
   “Hattie?” Ryker said, pausing in the entrance. “Is everything okay?”
 
   I swallowed over the lump lodged in my throat. “Oh my God. You scared the crap out of me.”
 
   His dark eyebrows knitted together. “Did something happen while I was gone?”
 
   I shook my head. “No. I couldn’t sleep. I was worried about you.”
 
   He closed the door behind him. “You should be sleeping. Your flight leaves early in the morning.” He leaned against the door with a wicked smile on his face. “But I can’t say I’m sad you’re awake.”
 
   “Why’s that?” 
 
   “Because now I can kiss you goodnight.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Did you find anything we can use?”
 
   He tapped a large yellow envelope against his leg, and his lips pinched together until they almost disappeared entirely. “I found more than enough.” He held up the envelope. “Everything you need is in here. Don’t look at it until you get back to the States with Noah.”
 
   I frowned. “I can’t read it on the plane?”
 
   “No.” He unzipped my suitcase and emptied out my clothes.
 
   I tossed the sheets to the side, and I jumped out of the bed. “What are you doing?”
 
   “I’m hiding this,” he answered without looking at me. 
 
   I looked at him askance. “I can put it in my purse.”
 
   “This is better.” He pulled a switchblade from his pocket and sliced open the silky black lining in the suitcase. He slipped the envelope inside and squirted a few dots of glue on the lining, temporarily sealing the cut.
 
   I nodded. “What am I supposed to do with the information?”
 
   He tapped me on the tip of my nose. “Noah knows what to do. He’ll talk to you about it on the plane.”
 
   “When did you talk to him?”
 
   His eyes turned serious, but a faint smile remained on his face. “Just now.”
 
   “Oh.” I sat on the edge of the bed. “Why do I need to go with him? If he’s taking the lead, I can stay with you. I want to be here to support you.”
 
   He sighed as he settled onto the bed next to me, his hand weaving around my waist. His soft touch seared my side, his thigh leaning into mine, and his long fingers flexing into my skin. 
 
   “It’s better that way,” he said, his voice heavy with emotion. “I don’t know what will happen here. There are so many moving pieces and things I can’t control. If you leave, it’s one less thing I need to worry about.”
 
   “Yeah. You’re probably right,” I said softly, even as a dull ache burrowed under my breastbone. As much as I wanted to glue myself to Ryker’s side, I sure as hell didn’t want to end up chained to a wall again because he couldn’t protect me.
 
   My nerves were shot from straining to catch every sound over the last two hours, and my exhaustion made me jittery. Ryker slid his arm up my back to my shoulders and I buried my head into his chest, seeking strength in his embrace. I promised myself I would stay strong and not cry until I was safe at home, but I fell apart. Tears burned behind my eyes, and a strangled sob fled my mouth as I exhaled.
 
   “Shh, it’s okay,” he whispered next to my ear.
 
   I tried to stand up, but he pulled me back down next to him.
 
   “How long do you think?” I asked. My words were muffled from pressing my face into his chest, trying to capture every last molecule of his scent and sear it into my memory.
 
   He kissed the top of my head. “Not long. A couple of weeks. Maybe a month if things get really complicated.”
 
   I lifted my head even though I felt empty with defeat. My heart felt like it was made of glass, ready to shatter at the slightest touch. “Not a month. You can’t leave me for that long. I’ll be showing by then, and everybody will know. What will I say? What will I do?”
 
   What everyone thought of me should’ve been the least of my concerns, but it wasn’t. My mom would lose her mind. My dad would say nothing as usual, but he wouldn’t have to. He communicated his disapproval with silence rather than words. My mom and dad made a good team in that respect. She said everything he wouldn’t and he sealed the deal by pretending I didn’t exist. His arm slid from my shoulder and I shivered. 
 
   “I didn’t want to do this yet.” He kneeled in front of me and tilted his head to the side. “Well, that’s not true. I planned to do it right when we got to Mexico, but everything was strained and then it fell apart.”
 
   I nodded, unable to mutter a single word. He slipped his hand into his pocket, pulled out a black velvet box, and cracked it open. There was a large diamond solitaire framed by so many tiny diamonds it looked like a starburst. I cupped my hand over my mouth, unsure whether I wanted to laugh or cry. Maybe both. 
 
   “This isn’t how I planned to ask you to marry me. I wanted this moment to be perfect and filled with promises of a beautiful future. I wanted you to be happy. I wanted to surprise you—”
 
   “Mission accomplished. You did surprise me,” I whispered, the words barely audible over the swish of the ceiling fan and the leaping of my heart in my chest. “I wasn’t expecting this. I never thought that far ahead. There was always so much going on. There was so much to figure out…” Realizing I was rambling, my voice faded to nothing.
 
   His knuckles brushed along my face, and I felt his touch all the way down to my toes. “I know and just to be clear I don’t want you to say yes right now.” He pinned me with his gray eyes, an endearing, almost boyish, smile on his face. “It’s still not the right time, but I want to give you this ring so you’ll know where my heart is even if things get ugly and complicated.”
 
   My lips trembled, and endless tears poured down my face, but I didn’t care. I wanted him to see how much this moment meant to me even if I couldn’t find the perfect words. “Things have been that way between us since the beginning, but that didn’t stop us before. It won’t stop us now.”
 
   He nodded as he fingered the diamond ring inside the box. It sparkled in the dim room as the light hit the delicate angles of the stone. “Yeah.” He smiled faintly, his eyes glowing with an intensity that made my heart sputter. “You’re right, and I have a feeling things are going to get a lot worse before they get better, but you’re worth it.” He swallowed hard. “I’d do anything for you. You know that, right?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   He nodded. “This is going to be hard. You need to be strong. So many things could go—”
 
   I held up my hand, interrupting him. I didn’t want him to explain. If I understood all the hazards, I wouldn’t be able to get out of bed tomorrow much less put the pieces in motion to destroy Senator Deveron and Evan. I needed to stay firmly focused on the end goal, not all the crap in between.
 
   “I know, but I don’t want to spend our last night together talking about all the bad stuff that could happen. I want to pretend like it doesn’t exist.” I licked my lips. “Just for tonight.”
 
   “Okay. I can do that.” He slipped the ring out of the box and held it up between us like a peace offering. “When you look at this, I want you to remember that we’re both working for the same goal.”
 
   “And what’s that?” I asked, wanting to make absolutely sure we were on the same page. There wasn’t any room for misunderstandings. We had to be in sync to make our plans work.
 
   He laughed softly. “A lifetime together. I want to marry you and wake up every morning next to you. I want to celebrate every holiday, triumph, and birthday with you. I want to hold your hand through every hurt, tragedy, or moment of uncertainty.” He squeezed my hand and pressed it against the center of his chest. “You are my heart. You are my soul. You are the best thing that ever happened to me.” 
 
   His deep voice wrapped around my body like the softest blanket, and a cry of happiness escaped my mouth. He lifted my left hand and twirled the ring in front of me. His dark hair shone in the lamplight. His gray eyes glowed, drinking in every detail of my reaction. 
 
   “Can I put it on you?” he asked.
 
   My breath snagged in my throat. “Yes. Oh my God. Yes.” He guided the ring up my finger and I held it up, wiggling my fingers. “It fits,” I whispered, feeling like Cinderella with the glass slipper.
 
   “I love you, Hattie,” he answered simply as he pressed a kiss to my parted lips. “Somehow we’re going to make a life together. I don’t know what it’ll look like when everything unravels, but I do know it will be you, me, and our baby.” He rested his hand on my lower belly, and his eyes reminded me of a lake at twilight—deep and endless, just like our love. “Every time you look at this ring remember that no matter how bad things get, we have each other.”
 
   My heart swelled. He promised to make all my dreams come true. I ached to kiss him and touch him. I didn’t have to wait long. Strong arms circled around me, his fiery heat engulfing me. I swayed into him, molding our bodies together. He smelled like soap and him. Perfection.
 
   He brushed his lips across mine with a quiet but steady hunger. When my tongue slipped between his lips, he released a strangled moan and my mind blanked. Lust surged through my veins, hot and languid. Desire crackled in the air. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from his.
 
   “I love you too,” I whispered against his mouth, my voice thick and husky.
 
   He leaned back, his eyes simmering with heat as his gaze trailed down my body and back up again. 
 
   “I’m so lucky you’re mine,” he said, his voice low and gruff. He gripped the back of my neck, crushing his lips against mine. Within seconds, the kiss exploded. His mouth was urgent, hot and persistent against mine. He tasted like earthy tequila, salt, and raw need. We only kissed for a brief moment, but it felt like forever as my worries slipped away and impatience to have him again squeezed around my chest. Breaking off the kiss, Ryker yanked my t-shirt over my head. His heavy-lidded eyes and slightly crooked smile set me on fire.
 
   “Ryker,” I whispered, my voice feather soft.
 
   His fingers traced a line from my collarbone down the middle of my chest, painting my skin with tiny goosebumps. He paused when he reached the top edge of my panties, and I blew out a shuddering breath. His thumb slid beneath my panties, teasing me with every swipe. One perfectly timed movement would set me off. He brushed a kiss below my belly button. Aching with need, a moan spilled from my mouth.
 
   “I need you,” I said, latching onto his belt. I unbuckled it and shoved his pants down his hips as he pulled his shirt over his head. I wanted to touch every inch of him, mark him so he wouldn’t forget what we meant to each other. “You really think it’ll take a month?” I asked, thinking out loud as I nipped, bit, and licked his salty skin. 
 
   “God, I hope not,” he hummed into my neck as he pushed me back on the bed. He licked the column of my throat, twisting his hands into my hair. I arched my head, giving him better access. My chest heaved, heavy breaths flowing like water from my mouth.
 
   “Wait,” I said, pushing him off me and sitting up again.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Shh,” I said, sliding down onto my knees in front of him. I wrapped my hand around his thick erection. “I’ve never done this for you before and I want to. I need to taste you.” I didn’t know why I felt that way. I never felt that way before. Certainly not with Evan, but Ryker made me feel all kinds of new things. Things I didn’t understand. Things I hadn’t known. Things I hadn’t even suspected.
 
   He didn’t say anything, but he didn’t stop me. 
 
   “Fuck,” he groaned as I licked the tip, drinking his salty taste. An answering heat rippled between my legs. “You don’t have to do this.”
 
   I licked from the base to the tip. It was like warm velvet over steel on my tongue. “You don’t like it?” I asked, looking at him through the fringe of my lashes. He looked down at me, and a lock of pitch-black hair fell in front of one of his eyes. I leaned forward and guided him inside of my mouth one inch at a time, my gaze never wavering from his face.
 
   His nostrils flared, and his eyes fluttered closed. Harsh pants streamed from his mouth. The pulsing tension in his neck and the faint smile on his lips made my heart swell. I liked that I could bring him to the edge with my mouth.
 
   “You know I do,” he gritted out. 
 
   “So I shouldn’t stop?” 
 
   His hands tangled in my hair, and he shook his head. “God, no,” he said, his voice lowering an octave.
 
   My hands skated up his thighs as I bobbed his length in and out of my mouth, gradually increasing my suction with every pass. 
 
   He tipped his head to the ceiling and groaned. His eyes were dark. “So close, Hattie. I’m so close.”
 
   “Mm,” I hummed around his shaft, encouraging him to let go. I wanted to taste him. I moved faster.
 
   In.
 
   Out.
 
   In.
 
   “Stop,” he growled. “This is so damn tempting, and don’t get me wrong, I love your mouth on me, but I don’t want to come like that tonight. Not if it’s our last night.” 
 
   He grabbed my arms, guided me onto the bed. Before I could utter a single word of protest, he spread my thighs and plunged deep inside of me. He was weighty, thick and hard. The air whooshed out of my lungs in one giant, involuntarily exhalation, almost as if my body wanted to exorcise everything from inside of me except him.
 
   Then, he began to move in earnest and pleasure vibrated through my body with every thrust, drag, and circle. My nails dug into the ropes of muscle lining his shoulders. One of his hands tangled in my hair, and the other cupped my breast, pinning me to the mattress as though I’d leave if he didn’t keep me tethered to the bed. Both primal and tender, his eyes devoured me. My insides contorted with love, and right then, I handed my heart to him and tossed the key in a bottomless abyss.
 
   I countered every visceral flex of his hips with one of my own. Heated kisses showered my mouth and neck, turning me into ash. His sweaty chest licked mine in a choreographed erotic dance, and I never wanted it to end. If I could press the pause button and live in that moment forever, I would be tempted to do it.
 
   My entire body shook as indescribable sensations spread through me multiplying with alarming speed, leaving no corner untouched or unmoved. My release turned and twisted, every muscle, ligament, and cell in my body tightening right down to my toes until I exploded. My vision blurred like I was drifting through a cloud and time fell away. A cry tore from my lips, and I arched into him, momentarily disrupting his rhythm. 
 
   His lips curled upward, and a chuckle mixed with a groan slipped from his parted lips. I dug my heels into the back of his thighs, pleading without words for him to keep going. Keep milking every ounce of pleasure from my body. Keep riding our connection until we’re both boneless and satiated.
 
   Ryker’s shoulders tensed, and I whispered that I loved him, that I trusted him to keep me safe, and that I’d never stop fighting for us.
 
   “I won’t stop either,” he promised, his voice guttural, his facial features fierce, resembling an ancient warrior. His hips jerked up, down, in and out with brutal force, possessing me, claiming me. Each jarring thrust of his pelvis against mine echoed through the room, sealing our promises. I loved it. I loved him. I would do whatever, fight whomever to keep him. 
 
   Moments later, a deep shudder ran through his body and then he collapsed on top of me. My limbs felt like liquid. Our chests pounded against each other almost as if our bodies were whispering silent promises to each other.
 
   He started to roll off me, but I curled my hands around his upper arms. “No. Not yet,” I muttered next to his ear. “I want to feel you next to me and inside of me as long as possible.” I chuckled, recognizing the silliness in my words, but that didn’t make them any less true. “Maybe we could sleep like this.”
 
   He nodded. “That sounds perfect to me,” he admitted, his voice a soft rumble next to my ear. I let the words flow through my body like a rich glass of wine, savoring them, loving them.
 
   Then, he bent his head, capturing my lips in a kiss that made me want to start all over again and celebrate our last hours together until neither of us could move. Without asking, he understood what I wanted. His hands roamed my body, grazing every inch as his tongue curled around mine. The twin rhythms of our breaths echoed in the room. Within a few minutes, his cock stirred to life inside of me, and we were right back where I wanted to be…forever. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   I pushed Hattie’s hair away from her face and pressed a kiss to her trembling lips. “Are you ready to do this?”
 
   She licked her lips. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”
 
   I lifted her hand, slid the ring I gave her last night from her finger and placed it in her open palm. “Put this somewhere safe until you’re on the airplane.” 
 
   She slipped it in her pocket and closed her eyes. Her lashes cast shadows on her cheekbones. “Are you sure we have to do this?” A quiet desperation colored her words, turning my stomach inside out. 
 
   “Look at me,” I whispered as I curled my hand around the side of her face. “It’s just for show. Everything I say once we walk out this door doesn’t mean anything.” 
 
   Last night, we agreed to stage a fight so everyone believed we were no longer together. I didn’t like the idea of the last words we’d share for weeks or longer being filled with hatred, but I needed to do everything possible to keep her safe. That meant explicitly showing everyone I didn’t want her any longer.
 
   “I know, but that doesn’t mean it won’t hurt,” she said, her voice cracking.
 
   “They’re just words. Don’t give them the power to hurt you. You know how I feel about you. What I say out there won’t change anything.”
 
   I leaned in and kissed her one more time—maybe the last time if things exploded in my face. Her lips were soft and inviting. She tasted like mint and Hattie, the elixir of love and life. My tongue teased as it slid inside of her mouth, stoking my flame of never-ending desire for her. I tunneled my hands into her hair, deepening our kiss. A low moan slipped from her lips, and I swallowed it, burying it inside of me for later. I wanted to pull her into me. I wanted more time, but it wasn’t possible. At least not today.
 
   “Better?” 
 
   “Yes,” she said quietly.
 
   “I love you.”
 
   She smiled. “I love you, too.”
 
   I nodded and flung the door open. 
 
   “Get the fuck out of this house,” I yelled as I stalked down the hall.
 
   “Why are you doing this?” Hattie said, her voice small.
 
   “Because we’re over. You need to leave.”
 
   Her suitcase rumbled over the tile floor behind her as she followed me down the hall. “So that’s it. After everything you put me through, don’t you think you owe me a better explanation?”
 
   I halted in the foyer by the front door. From the corner of my eyes, I saw Noah, Ignacio, and Emanuel sitting in the living room just as Noah and I agreed.
 
   “Fuck, Hattie.” I jerked my hand through the strands of my disheveled hair. “Do you want me to spell it out for you?”
 
   She angled her chin to the side. “Yes.”
 
   “We had fun together. You were a good diversion, but I’m just not interested in you anymore. Being with you feels more like work than fun, and I don’t want to work that hard.”
 
   She flinched, then her shoulders slouched. She looked so fucking defeated. I hated hurting her even if it wasn’t real. I hated Ignacio. I hated the Vargas Cartel. I wished I could wrap her up in my arms and carry her away from this place. Instead, I dug my fingernails into my palms to stop myself from folding her into my arms.
 
   “You said you loved me,” she said, her voice trembling.
 
   “I lied.”
 
   The color drained from her face. “What about the baby?”
 
   I snorted as I whipped the front door open. “Oh please, Hattie. You don’t even know if it’s mine. It could be Evan’s.” 
 
   She stared at me for a long second, and my heart thudded wildly in my chest. 
 
   I love you. I love you. I love you. I willed her to see the truth in my eyes and stay strong.
 
   “I guess you’ll never know,” she said softly.
 
   “I guess not.” I pulled her plane ticket from my pocket and held it out in front of me. “Here.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “A plane ticket. Noah is going to accompany you home to make sure I don’t have to waste any more time or resources rescuing you again.”
 
   “Wow.” A bitter laugh tumbled from her lips as she shook her head. “You really can’t wait to get rid of me.”
 
   Noah crossed the room and wrapped his arm around her shoulder. He whispered something in her ear as he steered her toward the open door. I wanted to rip his lips off his face. 
 
   I folded my arms across my chest. “Go home, Hattie. Go back to Evan or whoever.”
 
   She whipped her head around, pinning me with her glassy eyes. “I fucking hate you. I wish I never met you. You ruined my life.”
 
   “Yeah, well, the feeling’s mutual. Get her out of here, Noah.”
 
   She shrugged his arm off her shoulder. “I’m going. I don’t need your lapdog to escort me out the door.”
 
   Then the door slammed shut, and she was gone.
 
   “Ryker,” Ignacio said as he walked across the room.
 
   “I don’t want to talk right now.”
 
   He patted me on the arm. “I know it doesn’t seem like it now, but you did the right thing. Juan will go after her again. Sending her away is the only way she’ll be safe.”
 
   I shrugged. “I was ready to move on.”
 
   Ignacio’s brow furrowed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   My hands shook, and I shoved them into my pockets, hiding them. “I thought I loved her, but I don’t. We’re too different. We’d never work.” 
 
   “What’s going to happen with the baby?” Ignacio asked.
 
   I rolled my shoulders, and I sucked in a breath through my nose. “I don’t give a fuck,” I hissed.
 
   I didn’t wait for his response. I needed to get away from him. I was going to be sick. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   I clutched the handle of my suitcase in one hand, dragging it behind me out of the automatic airport doors. It had been a long twenty-four hours, but now I was back in D.C. It didn’t feel like home. It felt foreign. In fact, without Ryker I felt like a drifter clasping onto meaningless things that used to be the center of my world. 
 
   Taxis zipped in out of the parking lanes. Cars honked. Police officers directed traffic. Tourists and businessmen fumbled with their phones. Nothing about this felt right. I sucked in a deep breath, drawing the muggy air into my body. I’d spent so many years of my life being practical and making socially acceptable decisions, but every cell in my body begged me to turn around and run right back to Ryker. Frozen with indecision, I tapped my fingers on the hard plastic handle of my suitcase. I backtracked a few steps.
 
   With his ear pressed to his cell phone, Noah glanced over his shoulder. “What the hell are you doing?” he mouthed.
 
   My body sagged and I shook my head. “Nothing,” I said. I had to stick with Ryker’s plan. We needed to put all our ghosts to bed if we wanted to be together, and that meant eliminating the Deverons from my life permanently.
 
   Frowning, he popped the trunk and loaded my luggage into the car. He didn’t have anything except a small black bag. Then, he opened the back door of a black sedan and gestured for me to get in. He climbed in next to me, and the car pulled away from the curb. 
 
   “Do you have the papers?” he asked.
 
   “Why?”
 
   His heavily fringed eyes narrowed. “I need to review them before we walk into the meeting.”
 
   I folded my arms across my chest. “You’re not coming in with me. I’m going to do this alone.”
 
   He angled his head to the side, and one side of his mouth curved up into a grin. “Yes. I am. Ryker wanted my help. I don’t do things half-assed. I’m either all the way in or I won’t bother.”
 
   “He wanted your help keeping me safe. Nothing else,” I countered.
 
   He squeezed my leg, and I scooted across the seat out of his reach. “He wanted my help with everything.”
 
   I drummed my fingers on the soft leather seat. “He didn’t mention that to me. If he wanted you to see everything, he would’ve given you a copy or showed them to you last night.”
 
   “His mind was focused on other things.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   He stared at me wordlessly for a few seconds, his face inscrutable. “Warning me to keep my distance from you.”
 
   “What? Why the hell did he do that?” My mind swirled. Didn’t he trust me?
 
   Noah shrugged. “Who knows? I’m not privy to his inner thoughts, but you can call Ryker and talk to him about it.” His lips twitched. “But he probably won’t answer his phone. He can’t risk anyone listening to his calls. For his plan to work, we need everyone to believe he severed all contact with you.”
 
   “I don’t know if I should trust you.” It wasn’t entirely true. Since the moment he dragged me to the helicopter, he treated me with respect. He treated me like a friend, but being back in D.C. and knowing what we needed to accomplish, made me feel on edge. Part of me wanted to run to my dad with the evidence and beg him to help me, and wash my hands of the whole thing. 
 
   His eyebrows lifted in question. “Look, Hattie, Ryker asked for my help. He’s paying me to help. In order to make this work, I need to know everything. I won’t go into a mission blind.”
 
   I chewed on the inside of my cheek, debating what to do. “Fine,” I conceded. “Tell me what you know and I’ll fill in the blanks.”
 
   “Hattie,” he said, drawing out my name, a mysterious smile toying with the corners of his lips. “Do you really think Ryker would send me here expecting you to keep me in the dark?” He glanced at his watch. “But if it makes you feel any better, I’ll tell you what I know. We’re meeting with the D.C. Times in less than an hour. I know we will hand over evidence concerning Senator Deveron’s ties to the Vargas Cartel if they agree to write the story.”
 
   “That sounds about right,” I said. 
 
   “Good, so now you see why I’d like to see the papers before we give them to anyone else. They’re going to be public soon enough anyway.”
 
   I sighed. He was right. “The papers are hidden in my luggage.”
 
   “Good.” Smirking, he tugged on a strand of my hair. “We’ll go over them at lunch and come up with a game plan.”
 
   Deciding I needed to tune everything out and relax for a few minutes, I snagged my ear buds and phone from my purse. I scrolled through my playlists and selected one I used when I couldn’t sleep.
 
   I glanced at Noah, and I noticed him eyeing me with one eyebrow raised.
 
   I pulled out one of my ear buds. “What?”
 
   He shook his head. “Nothing.”
 
   My brows slammed together and I shoved him playfully on his shoulder. “No. Tell me. I can practically hear the wheels in your head turning.”
 
   He surveyed me for a few seconds. “I just can’t figure out why a girl like you is mixed up with a drug cartel thug. I understand how you met him, but that doesn’t explain why you stuck around.”
 
   I jabbed a finger in the center of his center. “Ryker’s not a drug cartel thug.”
 
   He chuckled. “Oh, he is. Don’t try to deny it.” 
 
   I folded my arms across my chest. “You don’t know anything about Ryker or me.”
 
   “Of course I do. You’re Hattie Covington. Your father is the US Attorney General. Evan Deveron is your ex-fiancé. You are weeks away from getting your master’s degree. You flaked on your internship at the Foreign Policy Council earlier this summer.” He leaned back in the seat and crossed his ankles. “And for some reason, you’re fixated on Ryker Vargas despite everything he and his family did to you.” I held up my hand, but he ignored me. “Yes, I know the Vargas Cartel held you hostage, and I know why. It’s not a secret. At least not with people who have connections.”
 
   Heat rushed to my face and my gut twisted. I opened my mouth to respond, but no words came out of my mouth. Honestly, I didn’t have an explanation for my behavior. I didn’t understand my feelings for Ryker. I knew I loved him. I knew he made my heart beat faster, my life spin a little quicker, but none of that was his business. I didn’t owe him an explanation. 
 
   “Have I rendered you speechless?” 
 
   I huffed. “Just because you know a couple facts about my life doesn’t mean you know me,” I said, my voice raw and vulnerable. “Facts don’t sum up a person.”
 
   He blinked, his eyes unreadable and then he ran a hand through his hair. “No, they don’t, but you’ve got to admit your relationship with Ryker doesn’t look so good on paper.”
 
   “You do realize if I listed a bunch of random facts about you, you wouldn’t look so good either.” I squared my shoulders and tapped a finger on my lips. “You’re a mercenary for hire. People pay you to do bad things. You’ve killed people. You probably have more than one alias. Your loyalty only runs as deep as the pockets of the person paying you. Does that sound about right? Is that the sum of who you are, Noah? Or is there more to you than that?”
 
   His nose flared, and then he shook his head, a cocky grin sliding across his face. “Touché, but that’s none of your business.”
 
   I turned my head, holding his stare. “Then we agree on something. Don’t judge me and I won’t judge you.” 
 
   “Agreed,” he said.
 
   I stuffed the ear bud back into my ear and closed my eyes. I hoped Ryker and I could wrap up this whole mess in less than a month.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   Five days had passed since Hattie walked out of my life. I hadn’t tried to call her, and she hadn’t made any attempt to reach out to me. It was what we agreed, but it didn’t mean I liked it. In fact, I hated it, but I was determined to protect her.
 
   According to Noah, they hadn’t made any progress in finding someone to feature the story about Senator Deveron’s connection to Mexican drug cartels. Apparently, he managed to buy influence at more than a few new organizations over the last few years. In the end, it wouldn’t matter. Somebody would cover the story and then it’d spread like an infectious disease. I just hoped it happened before Senator Deveron attempted to silence Hattie, but that was why I sent Noah with her.
 
   I wasn’t having any more luck than Noah and Hattie. My instincts told me Emanuel was the key to getting me out from under Ignacio’s thumb. Regrettably, I hadn’t uncovered much of anything about him. Either he had a pristine record of unwavering service to Ignacio and the Vargas Cartel, or he covered his tracks with diabolical precision. I believed it was the latter rather than the former.
 
   My whole life I had pushed harder and harder until I succeeded and got what I wanted. This time wouldn’t be any different. I had to keep my eyes open and have patience. Eventually, Emanuel would fuck up, and I’d be right there waiting for him.
 
   I increased the incline on the treadmill, pushing myself to the limit, trying to forget everything for a few minutes and clear my mind. My feet pounded against the rubber track. Music blared from my ear buds. Sweat trickled down the side of my face and off my chin. My legs burned like I’d dipped them in fire, but I had no intention of stopping until physical exhaustion claimed my body. Maybe then, I’d have a chance of getting a decent night’s sleep for the first time since Hattie left.
 
   Someone yanked one of my ear buds out of my ear. “What?” I barked, slamming my hand on the stop button. My eyes collided with Rever’s.
 
   He lifted one eyebrow. “You’ve been calling me all week, but you haven’t left a message.”
 
   I bent at the waist, cupping my knees as my chest heaved. “Why haven’t you answered your phone?”
 
   “I’ve been busy trying to start a new life away from this hellhole.”
 
   I pulled the other ear bud out of my ear, letting the cord dangle from the docking station. “Must be nice.”
 
   Rever’s eyes drifted to the side. “Yeah, well, you’re in luck. It didn’t go too well so now I’m back.”
 
   My brows slammed together. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   He stared at me in silence for a few seconds and then shrugged.
 
   “Are you going to explain or should we play twenty questions?”
 
   “Anna left me.”
 
   An involuntary laugh exploded from my lips. “I thought she was pregnant and you were going to get married.”
 
   He swore under his breath, running a hand down the side of his face. “So did I.”
 
   I took a long drink of my bottle of water. “So she’s not pregnant.”
 
   “No.”
 
   Clutching, the handrails on the treadmill, I gritted my teeth. “You lied to me?”
 
   A bitter laugh erupted from his lungs and he raked his hand through his hair. “No. She lied to me. I guess I’m as dumb as everyone believes.”
 
   “Why would she do that?”
 
   “I don’t know.” He stuffed his hands into his pockets, his dark eyes stark. “We got into a fight. I left to give her some time to think, and she was gone when I came home in the morning.”
 
   “Maybe she’ll come back.”
 
   “No.” He shook his head. “She left a note.” He pulled a balled up piece of paper from his pocket. “You want to read her parting words?”
 
   I eyed the paper in his hand. “No, I’ll pass, but you can summarize them for me.”
 
   He glared at the paper and then he threw it across the room and into the trashcan. “Well, she flipped out when she found out you killed her brother, and her father was in the hospital. Things deteriorated from there.”
 
   I wiped a white hand towel over my face and swung it over my shoulder. “I can only imagine.”
 
   “It was a fucking mess. She threatened to leave me if I didn’t help her family. Can you fucking believe it?” His lips twisted into a sneer. “She actually wanted me to rally behind Juan fucking Alvarez. There is no love lost between Ignacio and me, but I’d never betray him for Alvarez trash.”
 
   I raised my eyebrows. “Oh, really?” I mocked. “Because I’m pretty sure you already did when you stole his money to start a life with Anna Alvarez.”
 
   “Yeah, well, that was a mistake. She’s a fucking bitch. She lied about everything. I don’t even understand why. It doesn’t make sense. I don’t understand what she wanted to gain.”
 
   I picked up the television remote and turned up the volume as loud as it would go.
 
   Rever waved his hand at the television. “What the hell is that about?” he shouted. I pointed to my ear, and then at the walls. 
 
   He nodded. “Got it.”
 
   “Will you spot me?” I asked as I stretched out on the charcoal weight bench. The angle of Rever’s body would block my face from Ignacio’s camera, and the loud volume would prevent anyone from hearing our conversation.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I think Emanuel set you up,” I said as I lifted the weight bar. “I think he’s collaborating with Juan Alvarez. Actually, I think he’s been collaborating with him for a long time.”
 
   “Emanuel? Ignacio’s ass kisser? Are we talking about the same person? He doesn’t have a rebel bone in his body. He’d never do anything Ignacio didn’t order.”
 
   “Yes,” I ground out as I pushed the bar away from my chest. “We’re talking about the same person, but you’re wrong about him. He’s a traitor. I think he initiated this whole war between Juan and Ignacio.”
 
   “You’re crazy.” Rever shook his head. “Emanuel’s so far up Ignacio’s ass, he’d never do anything like that. He’s been working for Dad for a long fucking time.”
 
   “I know. Ignacio has reminded me on several occasions, but that’s why it makes sense. Ignacio would never suspect him. He could get away with anything.”
 
   “I don’t know, man.”
 
   “Think about it. He wanted you out of the picture. He made it happen. Then, all of a sudden I’m drawn back into the Vargas Cartel, but I don’t think he has any intention of allowing me to slip into Ignacio’s role.” 
 
   Rever lifted the bar out of my hands and placed it on top of the bar catcher. “What do you mean, he wanted me to fail?”
 
   “He said he planted ideas in your head, made things available.” I lifted the bar again to do another set of reps. My entire body burned, but I couldn’t stop. I’d go crazy. I’d been spinning my wheels to no end for days.
 
   Shadows flickered through Rever’s eyes. “You really think he could be working with Juan Alvarez?”
 
   I lifted the weight bar eight more times, concentrating on the simultaneous burn and quiver of my pectoral muscles as I counted off the reps in my head.
 
   Eight. Nine. Ten.
 
   “No.” I handed the bar to Rever. “I think he’s playing Juan and Ignacio against each other.”
 
   “Why would he do that?”
 
   I licked my lips. “Think about it. If both cartels are weakened by this turf war, it leaves the whole region open to being exploited by other cartels or new leadership.”
 
   Rever frowned. “How would that benefit Emanuel?”
 
   I wiped my hand across my sweat stained forehead. “Emanuel wants to be the new leader to rise from the ashes, and consolidate the entire region under him. We all know he has people in the Alvarez Cartel feeding Emanuel information. Who’s to say they’re not working for both sides? I’m sure he has plenty of people loyal to him in the Vargas Cartel, but in order to unite everyone behind him, he needs to discredit both of Ignacio’s potential successors. Your name is already shit, and that leaves me.”
 
   “And Juan’s successor apparent is dead.” Rever leaned his back against the wall behind him and tipped his head toward the ceiling.
 
   I sat up and stretched my aching arm muscles over my head. “Yes, and Juan is in the hospital, and we killed almost all of his inner circle when we rescued Hattie.”
 
   “Now the attempt on Ignacio’s life makes a lot of sense. I couldn’t believe his guard screwed up and allowed him to get shot.”
 
   “Right, and who directs Ignacio’s personal guard?” I asked, the pieces of the puzzle shifting into place in my mind.
 
   Rever whistled under his breath. “Emanuel directs the Fuerzas Especiales de Ignacio,” he said, referencing Ignacio’s paramilitary unit. 
 
    “Dammit.” I rubbed my temples. “If I suspected we were being manipulated, I would’ve let Enrique live. I played right into Emanuel’s hands.” Images of things Enrique did to Hattie flashed through my mind. “Then again, I probably still would’ve killed him for hurting Hattie.”
 
   “Fuck,” Rever said, his voice rough.
 
   “My thoughts exactly.”
 
   “So what are we going to do?” Rever asked.
 
   “You’re going to help me.”
 
   He nodded. “I’m in. That fucker has manipulated me for the last time.”
 
   I angled my chin to the side. “I have one condition.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Ignacio has to go too.”
 
   “You’re planning to run the Vargas Cartel by yourself?”
 
   “No,” I said. “You’re going to do it with me.”
 
   He pursed his lips. “I don’t know. I think I’m done with this.”
 
   “You owe me. I helped you with Anna.”
 
   Rever scoffed. “Yeah, well, that didn’t turn out so great. She was jerking me around.”
 
   I shrugged. “A debt for a debt, remember?” I reminded him. He had promised me if I helped with Anna, he owed me a favor in the future.
 
   “I remember.” Rever scrubbed his hands over his face. “Why do you want my help running the cartel? What do I have to offer?”
 
   “You know all the contacts. You know the history. I’d be running blind by myself.”
 
   “What’s going to happen to Ignacio? Are you going to kill him?”
 
   Standing up, I smiled. “No. I have other plans for him.” 
 
   Rever’s eyebrows lifted. “Should I ask?”
 
   “No.” I patted him on his shoulder. “But I think you’ll like the outcome.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   “We’re wasting our time. There has to be another way,” I complained as I sat on the sofa in Ryker’s D.C. apartment to buckle my heels. 
 
   I hadn’t done anything about my living situation. The majority of my stuff was still at Vera’s apartment. She was my best friend, but after I saw the email she sent to Evan indicating she fed him information about me, I didn’t fully trust her. Also, I couldn’t imagine what she’d think if I showed up with Noah in tow. 
 
   He’d been my constant shadow for the last week, but tonight that was going to change. I’d promised to meet my parents at a restaurant for dinner tonight. Noah wanted to come with me, but I refused. Despite Noah’s insistence that we could introduce him to my parents as a friend from college, I didn’t think the lie would work. After hours of back and forth, we agreed he’d sit at the restaurant bar to keep an eye on me.
 
   Noah glanced at his phone for a moment without comment. “We’re in luck. I have one more lead, and I don’t have any doubts they’ll print the story.” He cocked a brow. “In fact, I know they will.”
 
   My heart skipped a beat. I’d love to wrap up this whole mess in the next couple of days. For the past week, I successfully avoided a confrontation with my parents and my professors while I focused all of my energy on exposing Senator Deveron. Unfortunately, my parents were getting increasingly suspicious.
 
   First, I called them from Mexico pretending I’d taken a road trip to clear my head. Then, I didn’t reach out to them for another week after being abducted by the Alvarez Cartel. My dad had filed a missing person’s report when they couldn’t reach me. Now that I’d been home a week, I couldn’t avoid them any longer. I had to force myself to do normal things even though I felt as though my life had been turned upside down.
 
   I grabbed my small rectangular black purse from the coffee table and opened the front door. “Are you going to tell me or were you planning to surprise me?”
 
   He squeezed my upper arm. “I planned to tell you, but I don’t think you’ll like my idea.”
 
   I pressed the call button for the elevator. “What are you afraid of?”
 
   He smirked. “That you’ll refuse to cooperate.”
 
   “This doesn’t sound promising.” I groaned. 
 
   He lifted his eyebrows. “It’s perfect, actually. We should’ve started there rather than with the more reputable places.”
 
   “Noah,” I cautioned as we stepped into the elevator. “You better tell me.”
 
   “Fine, but it’s too late to cancel.” He shrugged. “We’re meeting a reporter from Star Weekly for coffee tomorrow morning.”
 
   I gaped at him. “You can’t be serious.”
 
   He winked at me. “Dead serious.”
 
   I glared at him. “What the hell, Noah. I’m not entrusting this story to a grocery store tabloid. This isn’t some guess about who’s cheating or in rehab scandal. This is serious.”
 
   He laughed softly as he stepped out of the elevator and into the parking garage. “I realize that, but a tabloid will take chances a mainstream news agency won’t. Think of the John Edwards love child scandal.”
 
   “Yes, that’s my point exactly. That was a cheating scandal, involving an illegitimate love child. It belonged on the front page of a tabloid.” 
 
   He opened the passenger door of Ryker’s car and I slipped inside. It felt strange using all of Ryker’s things while he was still in Mexico doing God only knows what. I broke down and called him yesterday to listen to his voicemail. Even though it was irrational, I had hoped he’d answer the phone.
 
   He slipped into the driver’s seat and drove out of the parking garage. “Look, I know it’s not ideal, but at least the story will be out in the open. Once they let the cat out of the bag, some independent websites will cover it too, and the networks won’t be able to ignore it. The story will have too much traction, especially with the mountain of evidence Ryker gave you.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe you’re right,” I said, staring at the flickering lights of D.C. illuminating the dark sky. “I just wish we could’ve got it on the front pages of the major D.C. newspapers.”
 
   His jaw clenched as he tapped his fingers against the steering wheel. “Don’t worry. It will get there. Senator Deveron won’t be doing his backroom deals for much longer.”
 
   I stared at his profile, and I couldn’t hold back any longer. “Why did you get involved with pay-for-hire mercenary work?”
 
   Jarringly silent, Noah’s eyes narrowed and his eyebrows slanted low over his light brown eyes. He seemed to be trying to figure out how to answer my question, but then it hit me. He had no intention of telling me anything about him. I’d spent the last week living in his pocket, and he knew everything about me, and I didn’t know more than a few inconsequential facts about him. I was so tired of all the secrets, lies, and half-truths.
 
   “It pays well, and it’s never boring. Not many people can say the same thing about their jobs,” he finally answered.
 
   “Do you have a family?” I asked.
 
   He white-knuckled the steering wheel. “Nope.”
 
   I chewed my lip, taking in the sharp angles of his profile and his heavily lashed eyes. “Everybody has a family.”
 
   “I don’t,” he snapped, his eyes darkening. 
 
   I rolled my eyes. “So you were born in a test tube and raised in an orphanage?”
 
   “Drop it, Hattie,” he growled, his lips thinning. “You know all you need to know about me. We aren’t friends. I’m doing a job.”
 
   My shoulders tensed, and I folded my arms across my body. “Fine. I don’t mind being strangers. We’ll only communicate when absolutely necessary. How does that sound?”
 
   His frown deepened. “Perfect,” he answered without glancing at me.
 
   “Great.” I leaned forward and turned up the volume of the radio.
 
   I stared out the window. Trees lined the street. The yellow glow of lights from the inside the buildings dotted the sidewalk. Couples strolled hand and hand. Laughter floated through the air from the restaurants. Everything looked normal. Simple even. Jealousy ate at my insides. I missed my uncomplicated life where I didn’t have to second-guess everyone and everything.
 
   Noah turned down the volume and pulled the car over to the side of the road. “My job requires anonymity and you’re safer the less you know about me.” He threaded his fingers through his hair. “I shouldn’t have taken this job. I just…” His voice faded, and I didn’t think he’d say anything else. “I don’t know. I wanted to help you. Let’s leave it at that.”
 
   “Okay,” I rasped, forcing a weak smile. From the look on his face, it resembled more of a grimace than a smile.
 
   He gestured to the valet stand on the sidewalk, looking pained. “We’re here. You go ahead. I’ll see you inside in a few minutes. I have to make a call.”
 
   I cracked open the door and slipped one leg out the door. “Wait.” I glanced over my shoulder. “Are you calling Ryker?”
 
   His shoulders hiked up. “Yes.”
 
   I pulled my leg back into the car and closed the door. “I want to talk to him.”
 
   “No.” He leaned over me and opened the door again. “Get out.”
 
   “He’ll want to talk to me too.”
 
   “You can call him after the meeting tomorrow if he gives me the green light.” He shoved me lightly on my shoulder. “Now leave. You’re already five minutes late. Your parents are going to start calling.”
 
   I frowned. “I just want to say hi. That’s it.”
 
   He pointed at the door. “Tomorrow. That’s as good as I can do.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and then my phone rang, as if my parents knew I wanted to back out of dinner. I glanced at the screen. It was my mom. “Fine. See you in a few minutes.”
 
   “Text me if you need anything,” he said as I climbed out of the car. “And don’t leave without me.”
 
   “Yeah. Yeah,” I mumbled, nodding my head. “I won’t go anywhere without you. I know the drill.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   “Hi,” I said as I bent to kiss my mom’s stiff cheek.
 
   My mom smiled tepidly. “It’s good to see you, Hattie. We were beginning to think you weren’t going to show.”
 
   “Oh. I’m sorry.” I forced a smile on my face as I unfolded my napkin and arranged it on my lap. “I’m only a couple of minutes late. It took longer than I thought to get here.”
 
   “Don’t pick on her, Elaine,” my dad griped, his eyes narrowing fractionally. “We weren’t waiting more than a couple of minutes. You’re going to scare her away again.”
 
   I glanced back and forth between my mom and dad. Normally, they presented a unified front, but something told me that wasn’t the case right now. The tension between them was palpable. 
 
   My mom cocked her perfectly coiffed blonde head to the side. “She should show us the respect we deserve. She disappeared on a road trip without a word. Then, she didn’t bother to come see us for a week after she returned home.”
 
   I tugged on the edge of the sleeve of my silk blouse. It barely covered my burn marks, but wearing a long-sleeved shirt in the middle of the summer would look suspicious. “You’re right. I should’ve stopped by the house, but I’ve been busy.”
 
   My mom’s sculpted eyebrow lifted. “Doing what? You haven’t touched base with your professors in three weeks. You haven’t called Evan. I don’t even know where you’re living. I called Vera, and she hasn’t seen you either.” 
 
   The metal legs scraped across the hardwood floor as I slid my chair away from the table and tossed my napkin on the table. Anger lit my veins on fire. How dare she pry into my life? How dare she bring up Evan? “I don’t know why I bothered to come here tonight. For some reason, I keep giving you the benefit of the doubt.” I shook my head. “I should know better by now. I need to stop wasting my time.”
 
   My mom stared down her nose at me. “I could say the same thing verbatim to you.”
 
   I leaned back in my chair. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
 
   “It’s time you stopped this nonsense and pulled your life together. You’re all over the place. You got engaged. You dropped out of your master’s program. You terminated your internship. You ended your engagement. You moved in with Vera. You reenrolled in the master’s program. You disappeared on a road trip.” She punctuated each point with a flick of her blood-red fingernails.
 
   “Nonsense?” I echoed. “In case you’ve forgotten, I experienced some traumatic things lately, not that you care. All you care about is preventing the chaos from spilling over into your perfect little world.”
 
   My dad slammed his hand on the table. The water glasses shook, and the silverware rattled. “Dammit, Elaine, this is not the time to scrutinize every decision she’s made in the past few months. We agreed we’d have dinner without diving into anything confrontational. Give her time to come to terms with everything and put her life back together. You need to know when to stop pushing so hard. She’ll come around.”
 
   “She’s had plenty of time,” my mom mumbled under her breath.
 
   Even though my gut churned with resentment, I schooled my face into a blank mask, trying to hide all my emotions. My mom preyed on insecurities. “I don’t need time. My life is just fine.” I lifted the glass of ice water to my lips. 
 
   My mom gasped. “Are you engaged?”
 
   My stomach dropped. I’d forgotten to take off Ryker’s engagement ring before dinner. I’d been running late after another unsuccessful meeting with a small D.C. magazine. I stared at my parents for a long moment, then cleared my throat. “Kind of,” I answered, inwardly cursing the tremble in my voice. Ryker and I weren’t technically engaged, but I couldn’t explain the details of our promise to each other. 
 
   My dad pursed his lips. “Kind of? What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
   “We’re still working things out. You know, school, living arrangements and other stuff,” I murmured, hating, and not for the first time, that things between us weren’t simple. 
 
   My mom pressed her hand to her chest, her eyes wide with panic. “You haven’t talked to Evan for weeks. What’s going on?”
 
   Twirling a strand of hair around my finger, I squinted across the room, trying to find anything to look at other than either of my parents’ faces. “This has nothing to do with Evan. I met someone else.”
 
   “When?”
 
   I moved my hands into my lap and twisted the ends of my napkin. “I’ve known him for a few months,” I answered vaguely. “I know it seems sudden, but I love him.”
 
   My mom’s brows knitted together, disgust contorting her lips into a scowl. “You met him when you were engaged to Evan?”
 
   I sat awkwardly, heat rushing to my face under the intense stare of both my parents. Part of me longed to burst out laughing and claim the whole thing was a joke gone awry, but I knew I couldn’t. This was just the beginning. I needed to break my parents’ hold on me once and for all and make my own decisions. As a child, my mom had used every psychological trick in her arsenal to mold me into the person she wanted me to be. The moment I left for college, I started pushing back, but I had never managed to eliminate her control entirely.
 
   I squeezed my hands into tight balls and drew in a deep breath through my nose, summoning my willpower. “No, before that.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” my mom said, her voice hushed as though she suddenly realized she didn’t want anyone to overhear our conversation.
 
   “What’s to understand? I met someone I want to spend my life with,” I snarled, unable to control my growing temper. “You don’t need to understand. You need to support me.”
 
   “But you haven’t even introduced him to us, and I’m not sure you’ve recovered.” She leaned closer to me and her heavy floral scent curled around my nose. “Don’t you think this is too sudden? I mean, what will we tell everyone? A month or so ago you were engaged to Evan, and now you’re engaged to someone new. That doesn’t look good.”
 
   I sat taller in my chair and squared my shoulders, refusing to bow under the weight of my mom’s glare. She’d never change. She thought she knew how I should live my life. She was wrong. If she thought I’d bend to her will right now, she didn’t know me at all. I’d been subjected to far worse at the hands of the Alvarez Cartel. She could dump a mountain of guilt on me, glare at me until her eye sockets froze, but I wouldn’t leave Ryker or change my course. I was a fighter, and I planned to fight for Ryker and our child every step of the way.
 
   “Evan was a mistake. He asked me to marry him when I wasn’t thinking clearly. If I hadn’t been emotionally vulnerable and exhausted, I never would’ve agreed. I hate him. I hate his family.” I pinned her with my eyes, daring her to challenge me.
 
   My mom sucked in a breath, and her face flushed red. The air buzzed with years of mutual anger and resentment.
 
   My dad waved his hand in front of his face. The three of us sat in silence. His expression held no sign of judgment. I listened to the low hum of restaurant, picking up fragments of conversation from nearby tables. 
 
   “Hattie, are you happy? Does he make your happy?” he asked as he rubbed the back of his neck.
 
   I nodded. “Yes. Very much.”
 
   My dad leaned forward and tapped his fingers on the white tablecloth. Every thud sent my heart higher and higher until every frazzled beat vibrated at the back of my throat, suffocating me. 
 
   He blew out a breath. “That’s all that matters. Why didn’t you bring him tonight? Do we know him?”
 
   “His name is Ryker and he’s out of town right now.”
 
   “Are you living at his house?”
 
   “Yes.” I shrugged. “For now. He’s out of town for a couple more weeks, and I still don’t have anywhere to live. It made sense.”
 
   “Right.” My mom nodded. “What does he do?”
 
   Here came the unanswerable questions. My body sagged like someone had placed a hundred-pound weight on my head. “Oh, I don’t know. It’s hard to explain.”
 
   My dad’s eyes narrowed. “Is he employed or does he plan to live off you and your family?”
 
   My anger flared, but I bit the inside of my cheek, pushing back the emotion. I didn’t want to pick another fight tonight. “He does consulting. He doesn’t need your connections or your money.” I lifted my chin. “Neither do I.”
 
   “Those are big words for a girl who doesn’t have a job and hasn’t finished her master’s,” my mother said.
 
   The words hit me like a punch to the gut, which was fitting. My mom excelled at low blows. “I’m fine. You and dad don’t need to worry about me. My life is back on track again. I know what I want.”
 
   I looked over my shoulder, and my gaze collided with Noah’s. He didn’t even pretend to blend with the other patrons at the bar. All of his attention was focused on my family and me. I flashed him a small, quick smile and turned back to my parents.
 
   Desperately seeking a diversion, I lifted my menu, concealing my face. “What’s good here? I haven’t had a thing to eat since breakfast. I’m starving.”
 
   My dad smiled. “You do seem happier than you’ve been in a long time.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   My dad nodded. “I can’t wait to meet the guy who changed your life.”
 
   “Soon,” I promised, even though I didn’t know if it would ever happen. 
 
   So many things had to come to pass before we could be together. Did it make me a terrible person that I didn’t care who we had to hurt to get what we wanted?
 
   My mind whirled with a million and one questions. I shook my head and pushed it all away. I was getting too far ahead of myself. I needed to move forward one step at a time, and step one was making it through dinner with my parents.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   Yellow, pink, and orange streaks tinted the late afternoon sky. Rever’s bright yellow convertible Porsche darted in and out of traffic along the coastal highway, drawing more than a few stares. Wind tunneled through my hair and the smell of exhaust burned my nostrils.
 
   “Couldn’t we have driven something less conspicuous?” I yelled. 
 
   “Nah,” Rever responded without looking at me. “Everyone knows this is my car.”
 
   “Exactly my point,” I grumbled.
 
   Rever chuckled. “Everyone will stay clear of us when we’re driving home. It’s perfect.”
 
   “Right, but everyone will know our whereabouts tonight. That’s what I’m worried about.”
 
   “They’ll know we’re in Playa del Carmen for dinner, but they won’t know anything more than that. It’s the perfect cover.”
 
   “I hope you’re right,” I mumbled more to myself than him.
 
   A wide grin stretched across his face as we darted across traffic, earning more than a few honks and angry hand gestures. “Trust me. You’ll see. Besides, if our suspicions are correct, it won’t matter in a couple days.”
 
   “I have a feeling you’ve done something like this before.”
 
   “Not exactly.” His tires squealed as he slammed on his brakes and reversed into a tight spot next to the high-curbed sidewalk.
 
   We both got out of the car, and Rever pointed to a restaurant with an open-air patio. “I hope you like Italian food.”
 
   I shrugged as Rever greeted the hostess. “Does it matter?”
 
   “Not really. We’ll sit down for five minutes, then make our way out the back door of the restaurant. Nobody will suspect a thing and if they do…fuck ’em.”
 
   “If you say so,” I said as we strolled through the restaurant to a table near the kitchen. 
 
   Heads turned in waves, watching every move we made. Murmurs and hushed whispers followed us like ghosts. I kept my chin up, and my eyes focused on the back wall. I couldn’t imagine a day when I would get used to the attention of being affiliated with the Vargas Cartel. For the most part, Ignacio confined me to the compound as a child, but on occasion he took me out and flaunted our connection. I still hated the way stares filled with fear followed me everywhere.
 
   I settled into the chair across from Rever, stretching my legs out to the side with my back pressed into the wall. Rever was confident our high profile would shield us. I didn’t agree. The war with the Alvarez Cartel had eroded some of Ignacio’s power. Killing Enrique Alvarez had halted the power shift, but it left us susceptible to challenge.
 
   Rever scanned the menu, commenting about the food he liked. I didn’t respond. Instead, I watched the restaurant staff and fellow patrons studiously avoid eye contact. Even the tourists avoided looking our way despite the fact that they were generally oblivious to the ugly side of Mexico. They viewed Mexico as a relatively inexpensive vacation with free flowing alcohol and long sandy beaches. As an unspoken rule, the cartels didn’t allow the violence to spill into tourist areas, but it happened on occasion. 
 
   “Why is everyone starting at us?”
 
   Rever looked up from the laminated menu and tapped the corner of the wooden table. “Get used to it.”
 
   “How do they know who we are?”
 
   “The staff probably knows or suspects something and the rest of them are sensing the tension.”
 
   “Maybe,” I said noncommittally.
 
   Rever stood. “All right. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
   “How far is the walk?” I asked, following him.
 
   “A couple of blocks. Maybe less, but either way he won’t have any idea we’re coming.”
 
   I fingered the top of my gun under my linen blazer. Sweat trickled down the middle of my back, and I wanted to strip off the jacket and dump it in the trash, but Mexican gun laws were really strict. I didn’t want to be caught on the wrong side of the law right now. Ignacio had plenty of governmental officials on his payroll, and he could make the charge disappear with one phone call, but I couldn’t stomach being indebted to him for anything else.
 
   Five minutes later Rever paused in front of the blue door of Emanuel’s house. He slipped his gun from the holster behind his back. “I’m going in first.”
 
   I nodded. “I’ve got your back.” 
 
   Rever glanced over his shoulder, a wide smile on his face. “You better, asshole. This was all your idea. If it fails, I’m blaming you.”
 
   He didn’t wait for my response. He shot the deadbolt on the door. The wood splintered, and I shaded my face, protecting my eyes from the flying debris. With his gun in front of his body, he kicked the door open. Following his lead, I slid my gun out of the holster.
 
   Emanuel stepped out of the shadows, his gun drawn. “What the hell are you two doing here?”
 
   “Put your gun down before I put a bullet between your eyes,” Rever said, his voice cold as ice.
 
   The veins on the side of Emanuel’s neck pulsed with anger. “Ignacio is going to kill both of you.”
 
   “We’ll take our chances with Ignacio.” I pulled the trigger of my gun and successfully shot him in the foot, immobilizing him. 
 
   The gun slipped from his hand, and he stumbled forward onto one knee. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”
 
   “You know,” I started, “after I talked to you last week, I had an epiphany.” I tapped my gun against my thigh. 
 
   “You’re crazy,” he growled through clenched teeth.
 
   “All this time, you were pretending to be Ignacio’s faithful servant without any ambition for more,” I continued, ignoring his words. “Then, I realized you not only wanted more, but you were also actively manipulating Ignacio and Juan to consolidate the resources of the two most powerful cartels in this region behind you. Only Ignacio and Juan were too stupid to see you for what you are.”
 
   “You’ll never prove anything,” he taunted, reaching for his gun on the floor in front of him.
 
   Pop!
 
   I shot his hand.
 
   “You piece of shit. You’re going to kill me.”
 
   “He’s right,” Rever said, his voice eerily flat. “You shouldn’t toy with him before we get him to the torture room. If he loses too much blood, we’ll have to let him recover before the fun starts, and I’m in the mood to see lots of blood. I have so many plans for him.”
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m an immediate gratification type of guy. Maybe we could do it here.”
 
   “Nah. We have better tools at the compound. We should wait.”
 
   Emanuel grabbed a knife from the inside of his pant leg. He lurched forward and it flew through the air in slow motion heading for Rever. 
 
   “Rever, watch out,” I screamed, but it was too late. 
 
   The knife plunged into Rever’s shoulder. He staggered backward, falling to his knees. His eyes widened, and his lips parted. I charged forward, tackling Emanuel. His head cracked against the tile floor. My legs straddling his waist, I wrapped my hands around his neck. Emanuel clawed at my arm, but I didn’t feel anything. I wanted to strangle the life from his body second by second. His lips turned blue. His eyes bulged. His legs twitched. A haze of red filled my vision as I summoned the specter of death with my bare hands.
 
   “That’s enough,” Rever grunted. He pulled the knife from his shoulder and tossed it on the floor. Blood oozed out of his wound, staining his white shirt. 
 
   “No.” I tightened my hands around his neck. “He helped Juan Alvarez abduct Hattie. She could’ve been killed.”
 
   Rever slid a pair of handcuffs across the floor. “Yeah, well, we need to get a confession before you kill him. Otherwise, we’ll never get Ignacio to do what we want him to do.”
 
   My body sagged, and my grip on his neck loosened. “Fuck,” I yelled, slamming my fist into the wall behind me. White dust coated my knuckles.
 
   “Don’t worry. You’ll get the chance to do whatever you want with him,” Rever said, cupping his shoulder. Blood seeped through his fingers.
 
   I spat on Emanuel’s face and flipped him onto his back. I snapped one ring of the cuffs around his wrist and the other around the iron stair railing. 
 
   “Take my car keys,” Rever said, dangling them from his fingers.
 
   I snatched them out of his hand and started moving toward the front door. 
 
   “Text me when you’re out front and get the duct tape out of the glove box.”
 
   “I’m on it. See you in a few minutes.” 
 
   “Hurry the fuck up. I don’t want to get in a gun fight while you’re gone.” His hardened gaze drifted across the room. “I have to find some bleach to clean this mess up. I don’t want it to look like we murdered someone in here.” He chuckled at his own joke. “That’ll come later. Much later.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   Sunlight streamed through the edges of the dark brown wooden blinds. I stretched my arms over my head, rolled onto my side and inhaled. Even though weeks had passed since Ryker had slept in this bed, I pretended I could smell his scent. Honestly, it smelled more like laundry detergent than anything else.
 
   “You’re awake. I was afraid you planned to sleep until lunchtime,” Noah said, tapping a magazine against his thigh. A slim bar of light slashed across the sharp angles of his face, making the lower half light and the upper half dark.
 
   “I was tired. I didn’t go to bed until late.” I scooted up to the headboard. “Speaking of which, have you heard from Ryker?”
 
   “No.” He glanced to the side, his eyes distant. “Nothing.”
 
   I eyed him somberly, wishing I could ignore the persistent stabbing in my chest. “But you’ve heard something, right?”
 
   He scrubbed his hand down the side of his face. “Just that there are some internal power struggles going on inside the Vargas Cartel.”
 
   I buried my hands in the sheets. “You’re scaring me. What does that mean?”
 
   Leaning forward, he rested his elbows on his knees. The rolled up magazine dangled from one hand. “I don’t have all the details.”
 
   “What details do you have?”
 
   “Emanuel, Ignacio’s right-hand man, disappeared a couple of days ago. His apartment was covered in blood. Nobody knows if he’s alive. Rumors place Rever and Ryker in the area around the time he went missing, but that doesn’t mean a whole helluva a lot.”
 
   I cringed. “Do you think they killed him?”
 
   “If they haven’t killed him, they will soon.”
 
   My mouth dropped open, and my gut heaved. “Seriously? Why would they do that?”
 
   “I don’t know for sure.” He exhaled, unrolled the magazine and held up the cover for me to see it. “On a different note, we did it.”
 
   I scanned the glossy cover. Senator Deveron had his head bowed, and dark sunglasses covered his eyes. A blurb on the left-hand column in bright yellow print said, Senator Deveron funded by Mexican drug cartels.
 
   I jumped out of bed and snatched the magazine out of his hand. “I didn’t believe they’d actually do it.”
 
   Noah stood. “Go to page ten.”
 
   I flipped open the magazine and scanned the story. “This is so good. They didn’t hold back at all.”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   I closed the magazine. “So what happens now?”
 
   “We sit back and watch the show. The mainstream media has picked up the story. It’s only a matter of time before he’s forced to resign.”
 
   A warm glow trickled through my veins. For the first time in two weeks, I could finally breathe. “Do you think he’ll go to jail?”
 
   “He should.” Noah shrugged, a mischievous smile spreading across his face. “I think that’s up to the Department of Justice, but I think you have some strings you can pull there,” he said, referencing my dad.
 
   “You’re right.” I tossed the magazine on top of the bed and wrapped my arms around his waist. “Thanks so much for your help. I know Ryker’s paying you, but you didn’t have to do it. You probably have better things to do than play babysitter and accompany me to meetings.”
 
   He leaned back and my hands slid from his body. “I would’ve done it for free.” He brushed his knuckles along my jaw, and my heart tripped in my chest. “You needed help and I wanted to be the one to help you. You didn’t deserve what happened to you.”
 
   Unease trickled down my spine. I laughed nervously and backpedaled a few steps, my eyes trained on the grains of hardwood beneath my bare feet.
 
   “It all worked out. It led me to Ryker so I can’t be mad about that. He makes me happy.”
 
   He took one step closer to me, his golden eyes focused on me with enough heat to unnerve me. The air around us pressed against my chest, suffocating me. “Does he really make you happy or is that just what you want to believe?”
 
   I shook my head slowly from side to side, never taking my eyes off him. “Noah, what’s going on? What are you doing?”
 
   He grabbed my hand. “Why are you with Ryker?”
 
   My throat thickened. “Because I love him,” I choked out.
 
   His lips pursed into a tight line. “Do you really? Or are you just holding onto him because you don’t feel like you have anyone else who cares about you? Or because of the baby?”
 
   Tension curled my muscles into tight balls, and my pulse galloped inside my chest. “I don’t need to explain anything to you.” I yanked my hand away from him. 
 
   “You do understand that Ryker and Rever are trying to wrestle control of the Vargas Cartel from Ignacio.”
 
   “Why would they do that? Neither of them wants anything to do with it.”
 
   “They didn’t want anything to do with the cartel when it meant being controlled by Ignacio. If they could call the shots, they might feel differently. That’s what is going on right now, or at least that’s what my sources suspect.”
 
   Stunned, hurt, and angry didn’t begin to express how I felt at that moment. My stomach swirled uncomfortably, and my knees wilted. I stumbled backward and sat on the bed. “Why didn’t you tell me that earlier?”
 
   “I didn’t want to spell it out. I wanted you to read between the lines.”
 
   I pressed my palms into my eyes, willing the tears to disappear. I needed to be strong. I promised Ryker I’d be strong. He promised we’d end up together, and I still wanted a life with him even if it meant I’d be the wife of a notorious drug lord. I nearly laughed at the ridiculousness of my reality.
 
   “Do you realize what you’ll be giving up to be with him?”
 
   My hands dropped from my face. “I think I have an idea?” The words came out as a question.
 
   “You’d be ostracized by your family. You won’t be able to come back to the States. Ryker would keep you tucked away in a glass cage for the rest of your—”
 
   “No, he wouldn’t,” I said, interrupting him.
 
   “He wouldn’t have any choice. If he didn’t, his rivals would use you to get to him.”
 
   Even though I wanted to sink to my knees, I pretended to be unfazed. I stood, ignoring the sinking feeling in my gut. “I trust Ryker. He would never do anything like that.” I flipped my hair over my shoulder. “I need to get dressed. Please leave.”
 
   His heated stare settled on me, and it felt like I was standing in front of the pearly gates on judgment day. My gaze dipped to my feet, and I studied the circular grains on the hardwood floor. I had to look away. Otherwise, I think I would’ve shattered into a million unrecognizable pieces. 
 
   “Think about it, Hattie. You’re not meant for that kind of life. You need to find someone who’s willing to choose you over everything.”
 
   Spots dotted my vision and anger gnawed at my heart. I wouldn’t leave him, not even if it meant a lifetime as part of the Vargas Cartel. I wasn’t stupid. I understood what kind of things he’d have to do if he succeeded. He’d kill and torture people, but none of that would stop me from loving him. When I looked at Ryker, I’d always see who he was deep down in his heart. 
 
   “Ryker is that person,” I hissed. “Stop this.” I sliced my hand through the air. “Whatever it is. I know what I’m doing. I understand the risks. I don’t expect everything to be perfect, but I do expect you to keep your opinion to yourself unless I ask you for it.”
 
   He raked his hands through his hair. Disapproval etched deep grooves into his forehead. “You’re right. I should keep my opinions to myself. I shouldn’t ask all the questions that come to mind.” He smiled, but he looked pained. “But if you need help getting away or you realize you’re in over your head, I’ll help you. All you have to do is call. You know that, right?” 
 
   I nodded, my insides coiling from the sincerity in his eyes. “Thanks, Noah. I appreciate the offer. I really do, but I knew when I chose Ryker that everything wouldn’t be sunshine and rainbows. I’m not going to back out now.” He opened his mouth to respond, and I shook my head. “I don’t want to back out.”
 
   He sighed and walked toward the door. “All right, Hattie. I won’t say anything else. Just know the option is always there whether it’s two months or two years from now.”
 
   My heart constricted at his protective words. “Why do you want to help me?”
 
   He lifted one shoulder, a faint smile on his lips. “You remind me of someone I used to know.”
 
   “Do you want to elaborate?”
 
   “Maybe some other time.”
 
   I nodded. “How long are you sticking around here?”
 
   “Actually, I’m leaving this afternoon. I have a new assignment overseas.”
 
   His gaze lingered on me for a moment and then he closed the door softly. I sat on the edge of the bed and bowed my head. I hoped Ryker made good on his promises because I had successfully alienated everyone who had ever cared about me.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   Rever finished tying Emanuel’s legs and arms to the chair and then he rolled his sleeves to his elbows. 
 
   “Point the camera over here,” Rever said as he pulled the pillowcase off Emanuel’s head. “And make sure you get his entire body on the screen.”
 
   After we arrived at the compound yesterday, we did a half-assed job at patching up Emanuel’s wounds, and left him shackled to the wall in the same shack where I’d housed Hattie months ago. Today, we needed to do everything possible to get Emanuel to confess on tape. We wouldn’t kill him, though. We’d save that decision for Ignacio. 
 
   I angled the tripod to capture Emanuel’s entire body on the video and peeked through the lens. “I think I’ve got it.”
 
   “Good.” Rever twirled his knife through his fingers like a baton. “I think I’ll spare you the explanation of what’s going to happen now,” Rever said as he circled Emanuel’s chair. “We all have intimate knowledge of how these types of interrogations work.”
 
   Emanuel spit on the floor in front of him, narrowly missing Rever’s shoes. “Chinga tu madre.”
 
   Rever chuckled. “You’re lucky I’m not very fond of my mother either or I might be tempted to cut off your cock for talking about her like that.”
 
   Emanuel’s eyes narrowed into slits. “You can do whatever you want. I won’t tell you anything.”
 
   “How do you think we should start?” Rever ran the knife along the tips of his fingers, testing the sharpness of the blade. “I’ve always been a fan of starting small.” He shrugged. “You know…fingers, toes, ears. I don’t want him to lose consciousness too soon.”
 
   I pointed to the small water buckets lining the wall. “I’ve always wanted to see waterboarding in action. I’d like to know what all the fuss is about.”
 
   Rever sucked his lips into his mouth as he angled his head to the side. “Good idea. I think you’re right. It’s an efficient method of breaking someone without causing a mortal injury. Most of the time, anyway.”
 
   I lifted the bucket of water. “Do you want to tip the chair back or pour the water?”
 
   “I’ll hold the chair,” Rever said. He tipped chair backward, lifting the front legs off the ground so that Emanuel’s lungs were higher than his mouth to avoid total suffocation.
 
   I pulled a thin white rag from my back pocket and draped it over his eyes. I lifted the bucket and poured water on the rag. With one hand, Rever slowly lowered the saturated rag until it covered Emanuel’s mouth and his upturned nose. He put his hand over the wet rag, suffocating him for thirty seconds to increase the carbon dioxide level in Emanuel’s bloodstream. When Rever lifted his hand, I dumped water over the rag for sixty seconds. Then, Rever ripped the rag off his face. Emanuel gagged, sucking in three giant mouthfuls of air. He slapped the rag over his face and started the process again. We repeated the entire thing a half dozen times until Emanuel’s lips were blue, and his entire body trembled.
 
   Rever slammed all four legs of Emanuel’s chair on the ground. “Are you working with Juan Alvarez?”
 
   “Fuck you,” Emanuel said, his voice hoarse.
 
   Rever crouched on the floor and plunged his knife under Emanuel big toenail. He twisted the knife in a seesawing motion until the toenail peeled off Emanuel’s foot. 
 
   A scream echoed through the room, and Emanuel jerked against his restraints. Blood pooled on the cement floor beneath his foot.
 
   “Do you want to answer me now?” Rever barked.
 
   Emanuel glared, his entire body vibrating with anger and hatred. He clenched his jaw, his eyes blinking rapidly. “Go to hell! You can do this for days, and I won’t tell you a damn thing.”
 
   “My pleasure. I was just getting started,” Rever said, thrusting his knife under the next toenail. Bile rolled in my stomach as another bloody nail skittered across the floor, brushing the tip of my shoe. Emanuel sagged in his chair. 
 
   It didn’t look like Rever minded the violence. In fact, he seemed to be in his element. Inhaling through my mouth, I suppressed the urge to vomit on the floor. Emanuel had to believe Rever and I were united in everything in order for this to work. Likewise, I’d be dumb to expose any weaknesses to Rever. We were brothers, but loyalty only stretched so far in our world. Loyalties shifted like the wind. Money and power spoke louder than blood ties.
 
   “Do you have anything to tell me now?” Rever yelled.
 
   “I paid the Alvarez whore to ride your dick. Did she tell you that? She fucks any guy who shows interest, but I had to pay her to fuck you,” Emanuel sneered. “How does that make you feel?”
 
   Rever lurched forward, slamming his fist into Emanuel’s jaw. His head pitched backward, and blood mixed with spittle showered the front of Rever’s shirt. 
 
   “You’re pathetic,” Emanuel growled. Blood dripped down his chin from the corner of his mouth. “No wonder Ignacio begged Ryker to help him. You’re so easy to manipulate.”
 
   Rever jabbed the tip of his knife into Emanuel’s neck. “I should kill you right now.”
 
   Emanuel lifted his chin, his dark eyes sizzling with undisguised anger. “Do it. I dare you.”
 
   I clamped my hand around Rever’s wrist. His muscles coiled under my fingers and his eyes glittered. The coppery scent of blood settled in the air like a heavy mist, clogging my throat and clinging to my skin. 
 
   “Don’t let him get to you,” I hissed. “He’s trying to rattle you. He wants you to kill him quickly because he knows it’s better than the alternative.”
 
   Rever closed his eyes and inhaled, his nostrils flaring. His right eyelid twitched and the muscles in his forearms corded. The seconds ticked like hours. Then, he nodded and yanked his wrist from my hold. 
 
   “What do you think, Ryker? Another toenail or should I start cutting off fingers?” He waved his knife back and forth between Emanuel’s hands and feet like a music conductor.
 
   I shifted my weight as I pretended to consider the question. “Finish the toenails on that foot, then move to his hand on the opposite of his body,” I said. 
 
   Rever laughed. “I like how you think, Ryker.”
 
   I’d roughed people up in the past, but I’d never crossed the line into the world of torture. I should’ve been revolted and horrified, but the longer I watched Rever, the more immune I became to Emanuel’s pain. With every toenail that flicked across the room, the pain lining Emanuel’s face bothered me less and less. Black and white no longer existed. Everything was colored in shades of gray.
 
   Maybe I’d regret this later, but for now, I felt vindicated and refreshed. Emanuel had manipulated Ignacio, Rever, Juan Alvarez, and me to some extent. This was the price of his arrogance. My stomach clenched at the thought. How much longer until I embraced Ignacio’s philosophy of killing and torturing traitors to the fullest extent? How much longer until I was a mirror image of my father?
 
   “Okay. Okay. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know,” Emanuel yelled, interrupting my train of thought. His entire body shivered and red lines mapped the whites of his eyes. “Just stop. I can’t take any more.” 
 
   Rever had removed five toenails and one fingernail. Blood seeped out of Emanuel’s foot in a slow trickle. Cuts and bruises covered his face. He’d lost consciousness once, but I had dumped a bucket of ice water on his head and Rever kept going.
 
   “Start talking,” I said as I paced back on forth, my hands shoved deep into my pockets.
 
   “Can you take off the handcuffs?”
 
   “No,” I said. 
 
   Emanuel closed his eyes and for a minute I thought I’d need to pour ice water on him again. “It started two years ago. I had a gambling debt, and I needed extra money.”
 
   “Why didn’t you ask Ignacio for the money?”
 
   “I did. I didn’t tell him why I wanted it. I said I wanted to invest in a condominium project south of Playa del Carmen. Ignacio refused to advance me the money. Juan Alvarez was happy to. I tried to pay him back, but he didn’t want money. He wanted information.”
 
   “What kind of information?” Rever asked, scratching a few specks of dry blood off his neck.
 
   Emanuel’s gaze drifted to the ceiling, and he cleared his throat. “Different stuff. Some of it was inconsequential. Some of it wasn’t.”
 
   I tunneled my hands into my hair. “We need to know the details. Dates. Times. The information exchanged.”
 
   Emanuel dropped his chin to his chest. “I don’t remember everything.”
 
   Rever slapped him across his cheek. “Stop procrastinating. Tell us what you remember.”
 
   “It started small. He wanted names of government officials who were open to bribes. Next, he wanted names of people within the Vargas Cartel who had issues with Ignacio.”
 
   “Wait.” I sliced my hand through the air. “You were working with Dario, weren’t you?” I asked, referring to the man I killed when Hattie escaped from the Vargas Compound. Dario and three other men had surrounded us in the jungle. We killed them all and Ignacio killed Dario’s son as payback. Then, the war between the Alvarez and Vargas Cartels exploded, making news throughout Mexico and the US. 
 
   Emanuel licked his lower lip. “I facilitated the introduction. I wasn’t working with him.”
 
   I pinched the bridge of my nose. “What else?”
 
   He shrugged. “I persuaded Juan Alvarez to use Anna to manipulate Rever.”
 
   “How the fuck would that help you?” Rever yelled.
 
   “She got you out of the picture.”
 
   “So?” Rever spat.
 
   “When Ignacio’s successor abandoned him, it made him look incompetent. People were nervous about the future, which made it easy to find someone to kill Ignacio, but he survived.” 
 
   “You were behind Ignacio’s assassination attempt,” I confirmed.
 
   “Yes, but the whole thing backfired. Juan blackmailed me for the name of Hattie’s hotel. I thought Ryker would rescue Hattie and flee the country, but Ignacio used the situation to solidify his hold on Ryker and find a new successor.”
 
   “So you were working for Juan Alvarez all along?” Rever asked.
 
   “No,” Emanuel scoffed, shaking his head. “I was working for myself. I wanted to weaken both cartels so I could unite everyone under me.” 
 
   “Why?” I asked.
 
   “I paid my dues, but no matter how hard I worked Ignacio refused to change his mind. He didn’t think I was worthy of taking the reins.”
 
   “You’re not. You’re a piece of shit,” Rever roared as his fist smashed into Emanuel’s face. His eyes rolled up in their sockets, and his head lolled to the side like a rag doll.
 
   “What the hell?” I said, eyeing Rever.
 
   “I couldn’t stand listening to him for one more second.”
 
   “Didn’t you want to know anything else?”
 
   “No.” He dipped his bloodied hands into a bucket of water. “We have everything we need. Get the camera. Let’s find Ignacio. He can finish this. I can’t stand to breathe the same air as him for one more second. I can’t believe I ever trusted him.”
 
   A choked laugh tumbled from my mouth as I turned off the camera.
 
   “What’s so funny?” Rever asked.
 
   “All of Ignacio’s paranoia was pointless.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “He focused on everyone else while Emanuel snaked his way into every part of the cartel and betrayed him over and over.”
 
   Rever laughed then too. “You’re right, and Ignacio accused me of being a dumbass.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   “I’m surprised to see you here,” I said as I cracked open the door to Ryker’s apartment.
 
   “You haven’t answered my calls for two days,” my dad said as he shifted on his feet. Dark purplish circles stained the skin under his eyes. He wore a wrinkled t-shirt and jeans instead of a dark suit. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen him dress casually. 
 
   I glanced to the side, unable to maintain eye contact with him. It hurt too much. I had begged him to come over and discuss everything that happened with Senator Deveron after the story broke, but he rejected my invitation.
 
   “I don’t have anything to say to you or Mom.” My voice trembled, and I choked back a sob.
 
   His nostrils flared. “Can I come in?”
 
   “Is Mom with you?”
 
   “No,” he answered, shaking his head. “I thought it’d be better if I came alone.”
 
   “You can come in.” I opened the door wider and closed it behind him. “Do you want anything to drink?” I asked as we moved through the apartment.
 
   “No. I’m good.” He settled onto the sofa in the living room.
 
   I sat on the chair across from him. “What did you want to talk about?”
 
   He ran his hands along the tops of his thighs. “Mostly, I want to apologize for not coming over after the story about Senator Deveron came to light.”
 
   I raised one eyebrow, already feeling drained by this conversation. “An apology. That’s it?”
 
   He pursed his lips. “This is hard for me, Hattie.”
 
   I leaned back in the chair and folded my arms across my chest. “Yeah, I can imagine how hard it is for parents to support their child and believe them. I’d always thought it was something that came naturally, but apparently not,” I said, my voice laced with sarcasm.
 
   My dad held up his hand. “To be fair, your mom didn’t tell me anything about your suspicions of Senator Deveron.”
 
   “Really? I find that hard to believe.” I’d told my mom Senator Deveron had orchestrated my abduction by the Vargas Cartel, but she believed Evan over me and dismissed my accusation as a sign of Stockholm syndrome. 
 
   He exhaled and squared his shoulders, staring out the window. “She didn’t say anything right away. She mentioned it during your road trip when we couldn’t get in touch with you for a few weeks.”
 
   “And you didn’t bother to talk to me about it.” The words tasted like ash on my tongue.
 
   “For the most part.”
 
   My brows scrunched together. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
   “I did some digging into a possible connection between the Vargas Cartel and Senator Deveron.”
 
   I unfolded my arms, and tapped my fingers on the armrests. “Did you find anything?”
 
   “Nothing concrete. I found curious coincidences, though.”
 
   “But you didn’t do anything about it.”
 
   “I didn’t have the chance to decide one way or another before the whole story landed on the front page of a trashy grocery store tabloid. Did you have anything to do with that? The identity of the source is protected.”
 
   My gaze darted to the side as I contemplated how much to tell him. “Yes.” I sighed. “I gave them the story along with the backup documentation.”
 
   “Where’d you get the information?”
 
   I rubbed my hands over my lips. “I lied. I didn’t go on a road trip a few weeks ago. I went to Mexico. I ended up at the Vargas compound. I got the information when I was there, and a friend helped me shop the information around. That trashy grocery store tabloid was the only place with enough guts to print the story.”
 
   He opened, then closed his mouth in quick succession. “Jesus, Hattie. I don’t know what to say.” 
 
   I rolled back my shoulders. “I did what I had to do. I couldn’t let him get away with what he did to me.”
 
   “Do you have any idea what the Vargas Cartel will do to you if they realize you are the source behind that article?” He tugged on the ends of his hair. “They will come after you and they will kill you.”
 
   I smiled condescendingly. “You’re wrong. You don’t know what you’re talking about. They aren’t going to do anything to me.”
 
   He jumped to his feet, his eyes wild. “Maybe you think they won’t hurt you because they let you walk away unharmed once, but you’re wrong. Those people are animals. They will hunt you down and…and…”
 
   “Tie me to a lamppost and cut my head off,” I said without emotion, and his eyes bulged. “Because I’ve seen them do that. Or maybe they’ll brand me like a farm animal.” I slid up the sleeve of my shirt and exposed the burn marks on my arm. “There are so many options, I don’t know where to start.”
 
   His faced paled, and he looked like he might be sick. “Why the hell did you go back there? I can’t believe you broke into the compound and put yourself in danger again.”
 
   “I didn’t break into the compound. I was a guest.” I shrugged as though I didn’t have a care in the world. “In fact, one of them gave me all those documents. He even arranged my first meeting with a newspaper.”
 
   A wall of sadness punched me in the gut as the memory of my last moments with Ryker drifted to the forefront of my mind. As of yesterday, his phone was disconnected. I didn’t know if he was alive or if I’d ever hear from him again. I scoured the internet searching for news on the Vargas Cartel daily. Fortunately or unfortunately, I didn’t find a single article mentioning Ryker or Ignacio. I had no way to contact him. Noah disappeared two days ago. He left a scrap of paper on the kitchen counter with his cell phone number. I could call him, but the way our last conversation went, I promised myself I’d only contact him as a last resort.
 
   “You’re collaborating with the Vargas Cartel,” my dad said, sounding lost and confused. 
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “Why would you do that? Why would you put yourself in danger like that?”
 
   “I didn’t have a choice. Senator Deveron paid the Vargas Cartel to abduct me. Nobody would believe me unless I provided evidence to support my allegation.”
 
   “So you went to a criminal organization for help?”
 
   “I didn’t have any other options. Besides, I wasn’t scared.”
 
   My phone vibrated on the coffee table. I didn’t recognize the number, so I pressed ignore and slipped it into my pocket.
 
   “I’m the US Attorney General. Of course you had options. You could’ve talked to your parents.”
 
   I scoffed. “I tried that. Mom ignored everything I said.”
 
   My dad winced. “I know, but if you’d given us some time, we would’ve come around.”
 
   “Yeah, and in the meantime, Mom would’ve continued to shove Evan down my throat.”
 
   “You didn’t give us much time to come to terms with the accusations. You disappeared a few days later,” my dad said, dropping his voice an octave. “We didn’t know what to believe. You were acting erratically.” 
 
   “It all worked out,” I said as I walked toward the hallway. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have some stuff to take care of before I leave.”
 
   The light shuffle of my dad’s sneakers followed me down the hall and into Ryker’s bedroom. Without looking at him, I sorted through the stacks of clothes on the bed next to my open suitcase. I’d gone shopping earlier in the day to buy more clothes. Most of my things were still at Vera’s house and wearing the same five outfits had lost its appeal a week ago.
 
   “Are you going somewhere?” my dad asked, leaning his shoulder against the espresso stained doorjamb.
 
   “I’m thinking about it.” I counted the number of shirts and then placed them at the bottom of the suitcase.
 
   “Were you going to tell us or did you plan to disappear again?”
 
   I whirled around, my hands raised in the air. “Why would I tell you or Mom anything? You’re always busy with work. You barely have a minute to spare for me. Mom only wants me in her life when I’m her puppet doing whatever she wants.”
 
   “That’s not entirely true,” he whispered, his voice raw, pleading with me to understand.
 
   I cocked my hip to the side. “You and mom spent all of an hour with me the day Evan brought me home from Mexico. You were both counting the minutes until you could run away. I felt like you couldn’t stand to look at me. Like I had simultaneously disappointed and inconvenienced you.”
 
   He licked his lips. “I’m sorry if you felt that way. We didn’t know what to do. We didn’t know what to say. There isn’t a textbook on how to handle what happened to you.”
 
   Closing my eyes momentarily, I sucked a deep breath into my lungs. “You could’ve acted like I mattered. Like you were happy I was home. Like you loved me.” I tugged on the ends of my hair. “Jesus, Dad, it’s not rocket science.”
 
   “You do matter,” he said almost soundlessly. “We love you. I’m sorry if we failed to show you how much.”
 
   “Great, well, now you don’t need to worry about it,” I said, turning back around. 
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   I shrugged my shoulders. “It means that if you want me in your life, you need to support me and trust my decisions.”
 
   “We can do that.”
 
   I placed another stack of clothes in the suitcase. “All right.” My phone vibrated again. It was the same number. My heart raced thinking it could be Ryker. “I need to take this.”
 
   “Okay.” He scrubbed a hand down the side of his face. “Will you call me later? I’m not done talking to you.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Thanks.” He kissed me on the cheek. “Don’t give up on your mom and me yet. We aren’t perfect parents, but we love you.”
 
   I nodded. “I won’t.”
 
   “Hello,” I said as I heard the front door close.
 
   “Hattie?”
 
   My heart rocketed at the sound of his roughened voice. “Ryker. I’ve been insanely worried about you. Where are you? Why is your phone disconnected? What’s going on? Did you see the news about Senator Deveron?”
 
   He chuckled, and the deep laugh danced down my spine like a lover’s caress. “Slow down.”
 
   “Just tell me what going on,” I demanded. 
 
   “I had to disconnect my phone for security reasons. This is the new number. Yes, I’ve seen the news and I’m still in Mexico.”
 
   “Oh.” My shoulders drooped, and I inhaled shakily. A big part of me had hoped he was already in D.C. “I miss you.”
 
   “I miss you, too. How are you holding up? Are you feeling okay?”
 
   “I’m a little nauseous on some mornings, but nothing too crazy.”
 
   “Good. How are things with your parents?” His voice was gruff.
 
   “Not so good, but my dad wants things to change. He just left a few minutes ago.”
 
   “Did you work out everything with Ignacio?”
 
   Ryker didn’t say anything for a prolonged beat. “I’m still working on a few details.”
 
   I twisted my fingers into interwoven knots. “How much longer?” I couldn’t take being separated from him for much longer. I was lonely.
 
   “Strange you should bring that up,” he said. I could hear the smile in his voice, and a matching smile stretched across my face. I loved playful Ryker.
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “Because there will be a private plane waiting for you at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport at two in the afternoon tomorrow. Do you think you can find it in your heart to clear your schedule?”
 
   “You’re not playing with me right now, are you? Because I might reach through the phone and strangle you if this is a hoax.”
 
   He chuckled. “Good thing I’m absolutely serious.”
 
   I curled my free hand into the hem of my skirt. “I missed you. It feels like it’s been months instead of weeks since I’ve talked to you.”
 
   “I know. I wanted to call you every single day, but I couldn’t. I had to make Ignacio and Emanuel think I was done with you.”
 
   “I realize that, but it didn’t make it any easier.” I slipped the elastic band out of my hair and leaned back on the bed. “Are you sure it’s safe for me to come?”
 
   “Of course, I wouldn’t have arranged a flight for you if it weren’t.”
 
   My brows knitted together. “But you said you were still working out some details,” I pointed out.
 
   “I am, but it’s nothing that you need to worry about.”
 
   I nodded before realizing he couldn’t see me. “Okay.”
 
   “Can I expect you to get on that plane tomorrow?”
 
   I smiled, the tension in my chest easing for the first time in weeks. “It shouldn’t be a problem. I’m already packed.”
 
   “Why’d you do that?”
 
   I propped my hand behind my head as I chewed on my lower lip. “If I didn’t hear from you in the next day or two I planned to go find you.”
 
   “Hmm. Good to know.” I heard a hushed male voice in the background. “Hold on a second,” he said. I heard his phone brush against his hand, muffling the conversation. 
 
   I tapped my finger on my thigh waiting for him to talk to me again. Seconds felt like hours. I stared at the empty white walls of his apartment. I listened to the faint hum of the air conditioning unit. Then, he was back.
 
   He sighed. “I have to go. I need to take care of a few things.”
 
   “Oh,” I said, sitting up. My mood shifted and suddenly I felt melancholy. “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow, then.” 
 
   “Tomorrow,” he said softly.
 
   “Sounds good,” I replied instead of saying goodbye because I wasn’t ready to sever the connection yet. I wanted to squeeze as many words as I could out of him.
 
   “I’m sorry. I wish I had more time to talk. I miss hearing your voice and talking to you whenever I want.”
 
   “I understand.” My voice wobbled.
 
   “Hey, don’t get all sad on me. I don’t have anything planned after I pick you up at the airport except for spending every moment with you.”
 
   I smiled. “I love that.”
 
   “I love you,” he responded.
 
   A shivered ran through me and my smile came back. “I love you, too.”


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   A salty breezed shuffled through my hair as I paused at the bottom of the stairs of the private jet. I scanned the area, looking for Ryker. A smile split across my face the instant I spotted him. He was leaning up against the wall with his legs spread, and his hands stuffed deep in the pockets of his linen pants. The top two buttons of his gray polo shirt were open, his eyes trained on me.
 
   I broke into a sprint, my turquoise ballet flats slapping against the asphalt, the wheels of my luggage bellowing protest. I halted about a foot away from him, suddenly feeling shy. My eyes trailed down his wide chest to his narrow waist and back up again.
 
   “Come here,” he said, crooking his finger at me, his lids heavy.
 
   I closed the distance between us and his strong hands immediately circled my hips, pulling me flush against his body. I could feel the heat radiating from his body right through my clothes.
 
   “Hi,” I whispered.
 
   “Hi,” he said, a lopsided smile on his heavenly lips.
 
   I brushed his smooth jaw with the pads of my fingertips and my skin tingled. “I can’t believe I’m finally here. It seemed like I’d never find my way back to you.”
 
   Tenderness washed over his face, and his eyes crinkled at the corners, softening ever so slightly. Like magic, I swayed into him, burying my head in the crook of his neck. His familiar scent filled my lungs and I smiled like a kid on Christmas morning.
 
   “The car is waiting for us. Are you ready to go?”
 
   I dragged my hands up his chest. “When are we going to the Vargas compound?”
 
   He framed my jaw with his hands, tilting up my face. “Tomorrow.”
 
   “Where are going now?”
 
   He kissed the corner of mouth. “It’s a surprise.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes, but I couldn’t erase the smile on my face. I was too happy. “What kind of surprise? It better be good.”
 
   “I think it is, but you’ll have to let me know what you think,” he said, his eyes twinkling.
 
   “I’ll do that.”
 
   He stared at me for a second, then he brushed his hand down my face. “How’s the baby?”
 
   I slid his hand from my hip to my belly. “I think I’m showing a little.”
 
   “Maybe a little.” He pressed a soft kiss on my temple. “We need to find you a doctor.”
 
   I nodded. “Tomorrow.”
 
   Grabbing my suitcase from me, he threaded his fingers through mine and pulled me toward a black SUV with dark tinted windows. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   An hour later, we stopped in front of a large white stucco bungalow with a thatched roof. It sat on a nearly deserted stretch of white sandy beach bordered by the clearest blue water I’d ever seen. Orange and pink brushstrokes painted the sky where it met the ocean. A few boats dotted the horizon, but other than that, it looked like our private paradise.
 
   “What do you think?” Ryker said as he opened my door.
 
   “It’s beautiful.” I climbed out of the passenger seat and tilted my head to the side. The faint roar of the ocean mixed with the soft swish of the trees swaying in the wind brought a smile to my face. 
 
   “You’re not disappointed. We can go somewhere—”
 
   “I love it,” I cut in, then I shook my head. “What is this place? How’d you find it?”
 
   “Somebody gave it to Ignacio a couple of years ago in exchange for a debt. He has never used it.”
 
   “He doesn’t care that we’re here?” 
 
   He slipped his fingers through mine. “He doesn’t have a choice.”
 
   I cocked an eyebrow. “Do you want to explain?”
 
   “Not today. I want today to be about us.”
 
   I hesitated for a second, not sure what to say. He’d hid the truth from me in the past. I didn’t like being in the dark. It made me nervous. “Ryker,” I said, drawing out his name. “Don’t keep secrets from me.”
 
   “There’s nothing to worry about. I promise.”
 
   His phone buzzed, and he glanced at the screen. “You’re not hungry, are you?”
 
   “No, I ate more than enough on the plane, but I think you already know that since you arranged the whole thing.”
 
   “Then, let’s catch the last few minutes of the puesta de sol.”
 
   “The what?” I said.
 
   “The sunset.” He smiled at me as he guided us through the house and to the patio overlooking the ocean. “One of these days, I’m going to teach you Spanish.”
 
   “Maybe,” I said noncommittally as I gazed at the beauty in front of me.
 
   The palm trees lining the sides of the patio swayed in the gentle tropical breeze. Tiny white lights zigzagged from tree to tree. A small round table complete with a white tablecloth and three flickering candles in different sizes was positioned in the middle of the patio.
 
   “This is amazing,” I whispered.
 
   Ryker pulled out my chair, and I sat down. “I’m glad you like it. I was a little worried the traffic would make us miss the sunset, but it all worked out,” he said, waving his hand in the direction of the setting sun.
 
   “Yes, it did. How’d you do all this?”
 
   He poured two glasses of champagne from the open bottle in an ice bucket and handed me one. “Rever helped.”
 
   Dumbfounded, I shook my head. “How’d that happen? I thought he left the country with Anna.”
 
   Ryker’s lips tightened. “That didn’t work out so well.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   He sighed. “Long story. She lied about everything. About being pregnant. Her continued involvement with the Alvarez Cartel. Her feelings for Rever.”
 
   I glanced to the side. “I’m sorry,” I said, not sure what to say.
 
   “It worked out. Rever and I are in a better place now, and he’s already over it.” He held up his glass. “To new beginnings.”
 
   “To us,” I said, tapping my glass against his. I took a sip and the tiny bubbles danced on my tongue. “I’m glad you and Rever worked things out.”
 
   He rubbed his finger along the rim of his glass. “Growing up, we were never close. I used to blame our problems on him, but in retrospect, I realize Ignacio pitted us against each other. He bragged about all of my successes to Rever, and he constantly reminded me that Rever was his only legitimate son and heir. I never stopped trying to prove I was smarter and braver than Rever.” He shook his head. “I thought a long list of accomplishments would erase the error of my birth and make me worthy of my father’s love and attention.” 
 
   “How do you feel now?”
 
   “I’m indifferent. I don’t care what he thinks anymore. He’s not perfect, but you know what I do care about?” He tugged on my sleeve. 
 
   “What?”
 
   He inched closer to me and his knee brushed against my bare thigh. A ribbon of heat shot up my leg. “That you’ve done a half of dozen things to avoid kissing me tonight. Should I be offended?”
 
   Flames rolled up my face and my exhalation fractured. I planned to spend my life with Ryker. I suspected he knew me better than my parents and my friends, but I’d been unable to relax around him since he picked me up at the airport. Now that we’d overcome all the obstacles to our relationship, I was scared and more than a little nervous. The incongruity of my emotions didn’t escape my attention. 
 
   I held up my thumb and index finger. “I’m a little bit nervous.”
 
   Grinning, he stared at me with his smoky eyes. “We’ll have to change that,” he said playfully.
 
   My eyebrows lifted, and I leaned forward a couple of inches. “I’m curious. How do you plan to do that? Do you have a magic wand tucked in your pants somewhere?” A laugh burst from his mouth and for a blissful second I didn’t understand what was so funny.
 
   “As a matter of a fact, I think I do.”
 
   I shoved his shoulder when the innuendo registered in my brain. “Shut up. I didn’t mean it that way.”
 
   He angled his head to the side. “No?”
 
   “No,” I said, unable to stop the smile from spreading across my face.
 
   “That’s too bad.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   He tugged on my arms, sliding me onto his lap and my eyes flared. My breasts grazed his firm chest, and he splayed one hand over my lower back. The heat of his body burned right through me.
 
   “I think you’re on to something,” he whispered next to my ear, his thumb tracing my collarbone.
 
   Anticipation zipped through my nerve endings. “Really? How so?” I said breathlessly as I clutched the solid muscles of his shoulders. 
 
   His hand curled around the back of my neck, toying with the knot of my halter top. My heart hammered against by breastbone and my stomach coiled into a ball of longing. He leaned back and his eyes locked on mine with so much smoldering heat, my breath tripped in my lungs.
 
   “If you’re ready to go inside, I’d be happy to show you.”
 
   “I thought you’d never ask,” I choked out, my chest aching with love for him.
 
   He rose out of the chair, and I wrapped my legs around his waist. Almost immediately, his mouth found mine. I closed my eyes, and I released all the fears and anxiety plaguing me. This night was about reclaiming our future, and I’d be damned if I would waste it tying myself into knots, worrying about things I couldn’t control.
 
   He laid me down on a platform bed covered with white rose petals. White gauzy material hung from the ceiling in billowing waves. Candles lined the mahogany nightstands. Shadows from the flickering flames danced on the creamy walls. The ocean scent from the open patio doors filled the air.
 
   “This is beautiful. I love it.”
 
   He kneeled on the bed and brushed his fingertips down my cheek. The light touch sent shivers down my spine. “You’re beautiful.” 
 
   Caught in his gaze, words escaped me, but it didn’t matter. In a flash, his lips swept over mine in a soul-searching kiss. A languid heat flowed through my limbs as his lips made their way down my body. In a haze, I barely noticed the clothes disappearing from my body one item at a time. His hands and his lips touched every inch of my skin, teasing me, loving me, and worshipping me until I thought I’d spontaneously combust.
 
   “Too slow,” I whispered without opening my eyes.
 
   I felt his lips curve into a smile against my neck. “I want to show you how much I love you.”
 
   “By teasing my body until I die?”
 
   The deep rumble of his chuckle sent goosebumps tumbling down my arms. “Is that what I’m doing?”
 
   “Yes.” I grabbed the hem of his shirt and yanked it over his head. 
 
   “You’re so impatient.”
 
   “I want to feel and touch you too.” I kissed the hollow of his neck as I unbuttoned his pants and shoved them along with his boxer briefs down his legs. 
 
   He groaned softly. “Okay. You win. I can’t resist you. You know that, right?”
 
   I wrapped my arms around his waist. His skin felt so smooth and toned beneath my fingertips. “I’ll keep that in mind in the future.”
 
   He traced a line from my knee to the inside of my thigh just inches from my aching center. He drew lazy circles with the pads of his fingers, and I struggled to catch my breath. 
 
   “Touch me,” I moaned.
 
   I gasped as he slid one finger inside of me. His finger moved in and out as his thumb rubbed maddening circles around my clit. 
 
   “Like this? Is this what you want?” His voice was husky with desire.
 
   “Yes. No. Yes. No,” I mumbled, my hips bucking of their own volition, already greedy for more. 
 
   “No?” He chuckled again as he spread my legs wider and braced his hands next to my head. In one smooth motion, he shifted his body above me, teasing me with the feel of his hard length as it grazed my sex. 
 
   “Yes,” I moaned as he trailed wet kisses down my neck. Seconds from unraveling, I wrapped my legs around the backs of his thighs, locking my ankles together. “I need you.”
 
   His hand cupped my backside, and he pushed inside of me. The sensation of being stretched and filled by him felt like it lasted for an eternity. For a few beats, he didn’t move as if he were too busy savoring the feeling of being connected again. Then, it started. His first few strokes were slow and gentle. The ocean breeze swept up my needy moans and carried them out to sea. 
 
   “I never want to leave this bed,” he said against my mouth, his hips rolling in sync with mine. 
 
   “Neither do I,” I whispered, meaning every word I said.
 
   Then, his hand circled my waist, driving into me harder and faster until we were both lost in the moment.
 
   Lost in the passion.
 
   Lost in the pleasure.
 
   Lost in each other.
 
   With my head buried next to his shoulder, I clung to the roped muscles hugging his spine as our hips moved against each other. It was as though the last three weeks of uncertainty and darkness hadn’t happened. Everything was light again. The rightness of being with Ryker made my heart swell and my head spin. I loved this man. 
 
   As the thought registered in my mind, my release rushed through me fast, hard and unexpected. Cries of pleasure somersaulted from my mouth one after another as a million nerve endings burst into flame inside of me. Two hard thrusts and Ryker followed me over the edge.
 
   For long seconds, he buried his head in the crook of my neck, slowly rocking in and out of me. Time stood still. I never wanted it to end and for the first time since I met him, I believed it didn’t have to. 
 
   “What’s the date?” he murmured, not lifting his head.
 
   “The fifteenth. Why?”
 
   He pressed a kiss against my lips. “Because I never want to forget the day we started our lives together.” 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   Hattie, Rever and I stood on the tarmac next to the airstairs, leading to Ignacio’s private jet. Ignacio stared through us like we were invisible. 
 
   He handed his small carry-on bag to Noah. “Give me a minute,” Ignacio said.
 
   After we had revealed Emanuel’s deception, we told Ignacio it was time for him to retire. He screamed at us. He threatened us, but in the end he agreed. I think he knew it was time to hand over the reins of the Vargas Cartel. He had some lingering health problems from being shot in the chest and Emanuel’s deception made him look weak.
 
   Noah met my gaze, and I nodded. “It’s fine. He’s not going anywhere.” I’d hired Noah to escort Ignacio out of Mexico. Unlike the other people affiliated with the Vargas Cartel, he didn’t harbor any feelings of loyalty toward Ignacio. 
 
   Ignacio stared at his feet for a minute, then trained his dark eyes on me. “You know, I’d always hoped that my sons would take their place in the Vargas Cartel.”
 
   Hattie squeezed my hand, showing her support without words. 
 
   “I know,” I conceded. “You didn’t exactly keep it secret.”
 
   Ignacio pursed his lips and shoved his hands into his pockets. “I guess not.”
 
   Rever grinned and slapped Ignacio on the arm. “Looks like you got your wish.”
 
   Ignacio scoffed. “I’d never dreamed my sons would push me out to make it happen.”
 
   “Senator Deveron and his son were indicted last week,” I pointed out. “It’s only a matter of time before the US government requests your extradition for cocaine smuggling, money laundering and a long list of other shit the Deverons feed them.”
 
   Ignacio shrugged. “It’ll never happen.”
 
   “Either way, it’s time for new leadership,” I reiterated for the hundredth time in the last week. Ignacio believed the Mexican government wouldn’t approve his request for extradition because he had too much evidence implicating high-level government officials. He was probably right. Even if the Mexican government imprisoned Ignacio, they’d orchestrate his escape from prison and subsequent disappearance like so many other powerful drug lords before him.
 
   “That’s what you say now, but don’t be too stubborn to call me when things fall apart. I’m not too proud to come back and help my sons.”
 
   Rever rolled his eyes. “Don’t worry. We’ll be just fine.”
 
   “I doubt it.”
 
   “You don’t know when to shut up, do you?” Rever snarled. 
 
   “I successfully managed the business for almost two decades. That’s unheard of in the world of drug cartels. You need my guidance.”
 
   “Guess what?” Rever said. “You didn’t do such a good job. Emanuel nearly stole the whole thing from you while you were busy meddling in our lives.”
 
   “I would’ve figured it out with or without you two,” Ignacio snarled.
 
   “You know,” Rever hissed. “I’m done with this shit. Ryker, I’ll meet you in the car.” He turned on his heel and left.
 
   Hattie leaned into me, pressing her lips against my cheek. “I’ll go talk to him.”
 
   I turned to watch her until she was safely ensconced in the car. I had a hard time leaving her alone. I felt like she could be snatched away at any second.
 
   “I give this six months,” Ignacio said.
 
   I turned to face him. “What?” 
 
   “You and Ryker trying to run my cartel.”
 
   “Why’s that?” I asked, but immediately regretting it.
 
   “You’re too soft and Rever’s a hothead. Rever will kill indiscriminately, and you’ll spend all your time cleaning up his messes and apologizing for his behavior.” A bitter laugh tumbled from his mouth. “I’m almost sorry I won’t be around to watch it happen.”
 
   I pinched the bridge of my nose. Unlike Rever, I refused to be baited. Ignacio had been lashing out at us for days. The insults made Rever crazy, but I understood what Ignacio was doing. He wanted us to change our minds and let him stay. 
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   Ignacio gripped the metal tube stair railing. “Yeah, well, I better get going before that asshole you hired drags me up the stairs.”
 
   “Love you, Dad,” I said when he reached the top of the stairs.
 
   He paused, his entire body tensing. “I know.” He glanced over his shoulder. “I love you, too. I love both of my sons. I just wish you’d let me be in your life.”
 
   I smiled even as my heart constricted. “Maybe someday.”
 
   He rubbed a wrinkled hand along the side of his face. “Goodbye, Ryker.”
 
   “Goodbye, Dad,” I whispered.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   Hattie
 
    
 
   I dug my toes into the pristine white sand and the waves crashed around my ankles. I lifted my chin, letting my head hang back, drinking up the sun. A few wispy white clouds dotted the blue sky. A seagull swooped and cawed as it dove into the turquoise water. It was a perfect day.
 
   Three years had passed since Ryker and I officially started our lives together at this beach bungalow. While there had been moments of uncertainty, particularly in the first year, our life together exceeded my wildest dreams. 
 
   Almost two and half years ago, I married Ryker in a small, private ceremony on this beach with only Rever and my best friend, Vera, in attendance. When I asked Vera to be my maid of honor, she cried. Without confronting her, she confessed she’d sent emails to Evan informing him of my whereabouts after we broke up. Apparently, she wanted to show him I had moved on. Once she learned about Senator Deveron’s connection to the Vargas Cartel and his role in my abduction, she said the guilt nearly killed her. She told me she thought she had lost her best friend. I promised her she hadn’t. 
 
   I didn’t see her as much as I would’ve liked over the last few years because Ryker and I floated between Mexico, the US, and his flat in London. Our son, Easton, was almost three years old, so we figured we had a few more years of traveling before we had to commit to living in one place. 
 
   My parents didn’t accept Ryker in the beginning, particularly after they discovered his connection to the Vargas Cartel, but their opposition had softened after Easton was born. My relationship with them was complicated, and I didn’t think it would change anytime in the near future. They hadn’t pushed me out of their life, and for that I was thankful. Easton needed as much family as he could get. 
 
   I hadn’t seen or heard from Ignacio since that day on the tarmac, but I didn’t mind. Ryker never indicated whether he kept in contact with him, and I didn’t think I’d ever ask. Ryker’s mom spent a month with us after Easton was born, but she claimed she’d met the love of her life. She’d moved to some undisclosed location, and we only saw her once a year. When I asked Ryker if he cared, he just shrugged, claiming he was happy his mom had found someone after spending most of her life alone. Something told me Ignacio had rekindled things with Ryker’s mom, but when I asked him about, Ryker just smiled and changed the subject.
 
   Rever was a surprisingly gentle uncle, but we only saw him a handful of times a year. Ryker and Rever ran the Vargas Cartel together for the first six months after they forced Ignacio out. Fortunately, Rever quickly proved he was more than capable of running everything alone, and Ryker bowed out. I suspected Ryker still managed the books, but he never confirmed it. I think it was his way of keeping Easton and me as far away from the violence as possible.
 
   I finally finished my master’s degree last year and after turning down several job offers, I started writing a book exposing how criminal organizations have infiltrated governments throughout history. I didn’t know if I’d ever do anything with it, but it kept me busy.
 
   A light, tinkling giggle floated through the air as Ryker’s arms closed around my waist, and two tiny hands wrapped around my leg.
 
   “Found you, Mommy,” Easton said.
 
   I gazed down at Easton’s gray eyes so much like Ryker’s and my breath caught in my throat. He and Ryker were proof the most amazing things could come from hardship. “I guess this wasn’t a very good hiding place.”
 
   Ryker spun me around to face him. His fingers trailed down my cheek, and his lips tugged down at the corners. “Coming back here this weekend was your idea. Why are you crying?” he asked, studying me with quiet concern.
 
   I smiled through my tears. “Because our life is perfect.”
 
   His lips curled up into a smile, his eyes gleaming with mischief. “After everything we went through to get here, don’t you think we earned it?”
 
   “Yes.” I scooped Easton up and plopped him on my hip. “I think it’s time for your nap, little man.”
 
   Ryker wrapped his arm around my shoulders, and we strolled over the hot sand back into the beach bungalow.
 
   Easton rubbed his eyes. “I’m not tired. I want to play.”
 
   “You have to sleep.”
 
   “Why?” Easton asked, his lower lip puffing out in a practiced pout.
 
   Ryker snatched Easton out of my arms and placed him in the middle of his bed. “You need to rest because when you wake up we’re all going to build the biggest sand castle ever.” Ryker pulled the covers over Easton body.
 
   “So you need to sleep too?”
 
   “Yes.” Ryker kissed Easton’s forehead. “Mommy and Daddy are going to take a big nap, too.”
 
   I raised one eyebrow. “Really?”
 
   He smirked as he threaded his hand through mine and pulled me out the door. “Yeah, I have to show you something.”
 
   “Something important?”
 
   “I’d like to think it’s important, but I’ll wait for your confirmation.”
 
   “Hmm,” I said. “The magic wand in your pants?”
 
   “Exactly.” He tipped his head back and laughed. “Only you would remember that.”
 
   “Only you would twist my words like that,” I countered.
 
   He lifted me up and swung me over his shoulder. “Hey! Don’t manhandle me.”
 
   “You like it when I manhandle you,” he said, spanking me lightly on the backs of my thighs.
 
   “You wish,” I said, laughing as he dropped me on the bed.
 
   Grinning, he stretched his body out over mine. I ran my hands over his sculpted tan chest. “No, you’re wrong,” he whispered as his lips brushed against mine. “All of my wishes came true the minute you said ‘I do.’ I have a perfect wife, a perfect son, and the perfect life. I don’t need anything else.”
 
   I cupped his chin and placed one of his hands on my lower stomach. “Are you sure about that?”
 
   “Yes,” he murmured as he feathered kisses down my neck.
 
   Ribbons of heat raced down my body, and I arched my hips. “That’s too bad,” I rasped out, my voice already thick with desire.
 
   “Why’s that?” he asked as he untied the top of my bikini. 
 
   “Because I’m pregnant.” We’d been trying for over a year. Just last month, Ryker and I decided to let fate take its course. If it didn’t happen, it wasn’t meant to be. 
 
   He lifted his gaze, and his eyes locked on mine, his smile widening. “Seriously?”
 
   I nodded. “Seriously.”
 
   “Hattie.” He laid his hand tenderly against my cheek. “Do you know how happy you make me?”
 
   “Show me.” 
 
   And he did exactly that.
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