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Prologue

	 

	Eset

	Six Weeks Ago

	 

	“Are you nervous?” Ruslan asks me out of the blue, and I almost laugh at his question. Of course, I’m nervous, but I’m not some feeble little girl. I know exactly what I’m walking into, and it’s something that we have to do. There aren’t any other options here. Not any good ones, anyway.

	“I’m going to be fine, brother. All we’re doing is meeting with him. We aren’t agreeing to anything yet.” My words are a gentle reminder of what’s happening today.

	Ruslan is my eldest brother, and he’s the leader of the Umarova crime family. He’s technically my half-brother, as is Lom, but I hate to refer to them as that. We all share the same mother, but we don’t share the same father. Ruslan and Lom’s father was killed many years ago, and the person behind it all was my own father, and man, was that a hard pill to swallow. I, of course, knew what he was capable of doing, but it didn’t make it any easier. When I found out he was the one behind their father’s death, I had to tell them. In doing it, I risked putting myself and my brother Nazyr in jeopardy, but our father’s sins don’t automatically mean they’re our burden to bear.

	Ruslan shakes his head and sinks his hands into his pockets as we walk down the Parisian street. “Sometimes I don’t know what to think. You act so callous, like nothing affects you in the least bit… but I know how difficult agreeing to this meeting had to have been for you. Why not talk to me about it? Why not get your anger, or whatever you’re feeling, out of your system?”

	I stop dead in my tracks and look right at him. “Feelings won’t help me right now. Being emotional will not positively impact us. So, why would I do it? I’m choosing to look at this situation like a business deal because it’s what it is. You and I know that. If you want me to scream at you and hit you, now is not that time. The fact is you could’ve blindly agreed for me to marry Julio’s son without my consent, but instead, you spoke to me. Sure, it didn’t go too well at first, but you’re letting me do it on my own terms.”

	Ruslan swallows hard and inhales deeply, not saying a word at first. “I’ve never been able to force you to do anything, Eset. Even as a little girl, you were always so firm in your decisions. It was impossible to get you to do anything you didn’t want to, but we’d usually threaten you with telling our mother, then you’d fold.”

	“It only worked for a short while, if you remember correctly.” When I was little, I used to be afraid of our mother, but as I grew into my teenage years, I began seeing the world for what it is—a power dynamic. If you have power, you have endless possibilities. That’s why I’m taking this meeting because there’s a potential of gaining more power… but I’m not sure of it yet. What I really want to discover by meeting Julio is what sort of angle he’s trying to play.

	Julio Ramirez sent a request to my brother for me to marry his son, Santos. Julio’s a man who came out of the woodwork not too long ago, claiming to be the son of the most heinous cartel leader Mexico had ever known, Rafael Ramirez. Right now, Rafael’s brother Alejandro rules Mexico. He’s been doing a great job at it, and I don’t see a reason to cause a rift in the water unless it’s absolutely necessary. From what I’ve heard, Julio feels like he should be in power because it’s his birthright, but I think it’s a load of crap. Alejandro hasn’t done anything wrong, and my family appreciates the way Alejandro leads. He puts his people first, and he always has.

	“Yeah, we were never really able to get a one-up on you.” Ruslan chuckles lowly and opens the door for me as we reach our destination. On the fifth floor of the building is a restaurant called Les Ombres, which has a breathtaking view of the Eiffel Tower.

	Once we’re on the fifth floor, Ruslan and I approach the hostess station. The brunette standing behind the counter smiles brightly at the two of us. She’s dressed in a simple black dress and has a pair of low heels on. “Good evening. Would you like a table for two or a booth?”

	“We actually have a reservation under Umarova,” my brother tells the woman, and she glances down at the tablet in her hand.

	“Ah, I see. Follow me, please.” She grabs two menus, and we follow the woman through the restaurant until we walk out onto the terrace. She walks us over to the stone wall, and my brother pulls out a chair for me.

	“I see there’s one other person in your party. Would you like to order some drinks while you wait?” she questions us, looking between my brother and me.

	“Yes. Bring a bottle of your best white wine,” Ruslan tells her, and the woman nods before walking off, leaving us by ourselves.

	The view here is indescribable. You can see the Eiffel Tower perfectly, and the ambiance is to die for. White linens line the tables, with tropical plants everywhere you look. I stick my purse on the side of my chair and quickly check the time, noting Julio should be here at any moment.

	“I’m shocked he isn’t here yet,” I mutter to my brother.

	“If he wants this as badly as he says he does, he should be here at any minute,” I comment, and as I take a quick glance around the restaurant, a waiter comes up with a bottle of wine. He opens it and pours it for us both. While he’s finishing off my glass, I spot a shadow from my peripheral coming up along the side. “My, my. You’re even more beautiful in person.”

	“Flattery does little to appease me.” I go straight for the jugular because I don’t want this man to think he’s on my good side. He isn’t, and personally, I think he’d only depart for Mexico if he were to ever take over leadership.

	“Julio, this is my sister, Eset, and Eset, this is Julio Ramirez.” Ruslan makes the formal introductions, and Julio takes a seat across the table from my brother and me. The man is older than I thought, and as he smiles, I notice gold teeth. He reminds me of a narco, and he’s trying to be a cartel kingpin. I bet he doesn’t even realize he’s not going to get very far.

	“I’d say it’s a pleasure, but it’s not.” I speak first and keep my eyes pinned on the power-hungry older man.

	He swallows hard, not sure how to take me, I assume. Not many people do, but one thing I will never be is a weak woman. I say what I mean and mean what I say.

	The waiter pours a glass of wine for Julio before muttering about how he’ll be back in a few minutes after giving us some time to look over the menus.

	“My brother tells me you think it’s a good idea for me to marry your son, Santos.” I pick up my glass of wine and take a sip, awaiting Julio’s response.

	“Yes. I explained to your brother that matching the two of you up would only be good for both of our families. I’m certain of it. You both will make a very powerful couple.” The way Julio’s speaking gives me the impression he thinks this is already a done deal, so I need to look into that.

	“Julio, tell me, what is it my brother said?” I narrow my eyes and watch the older man scramble for a moment.

	“He told me we’d have this meeting. I assume you’ve thought over my proposition and have accepted since we’re all sitting here at the same table.” Ah, he’s making assumptions.

	“I haven’t accepted the offer. We’re simply here to speak about it.”

	Julio’s eyes go wide, and he looks at my brother. Anger flashes across his features, and the old man clears his throat before he speaks again. “I don’t understand why we’re here if you haven’t accepted my offer. It’s well thought out, and it will serve both our families well. I want to take over my rightful place as Mexico’s cartel leader, and you need allies. Eset, your father started a war against your brothers before he died. You have to know how vulnerable your family is at this time, and uniting with me is the safest option for you all.”

	I scoff at that. Who does this man think he is? “The safest option is me pulling my gun out from my purse and putting a bullet right between your eyes. Anyone who tries to force me to do anything ends up dead, and I do mean anyone.”

	Julio laughs maniacally and looks at Ruslan. “You can’t keep this one on a leash, can you?”

	“My sister isn’t the type of woman who is leashed. She’s the one who holds the leashes.” Ruslan’s finally growing irritated as well and grits out every word.

	Julio takes a sip of his wine and swallows hard before he speaks again. Hopefully, this time he’ll think about his words a bit more carefully. “I take it you’re not the type of woman who’s going to allow her husband to handle business on his own.”

	I shake my head. “No, I’m not. I have as much of a stake in anything as the men in my life, my brothers included. I’m not sure if you’ve heard, but Nazyr and I are legally changing our surnames to Umarova. Now, Julio, do you know any Umarovas who take orders from others?”

	Julio shakes his head.

	“Exactly, so why would I?”

	Julio chuckles lowly. “You, my dear, are unlike any woman I’ve ever met, and your family is very different than what I’m used to.”

	“Our family works together in every aspect,” Ruslan states as the waiter comes back to our table.

	Over the course of the next few minutes, we all order some dishes, and the waiter disappears back from where he came from. “The fact of the matter is that you need us more than we need you. You’re making a claim against your uncle, who the people love, and shaking the hierarchy in Mexico isn’t going to be an easy feat. So, what are you offering us, Julio?” I have no problem grabbing the bull by the horns, and it’s exactly what I’m going to do right now.

	Julio might think my family is prepared to get him where he wants to go, but the fact of the matter is we won’t go against Alejandro. Julio doesn’t know it yet, and that’s to our advantage.

	We’re going to steamroll this motherfucker for as long as we can, and in the end, he’ll know to never go against his uncle or insult my family in the process.

	If I’m going to do this, I’m doing it my way.



	
Chapter One

	 

	Santos

	 

	I’m sitting out on my veranda, staring out at the people below me on the beach. I own a condo in Cancun, right on the water. From my balcony, you can see the beach below on the right, and there’s an inlet to my left. There are large vessels and smaller boats docked. Nothing too large like a cruise ship. However, there are many yachts that fill the docks in the inlet.

	There’s a slight breeze on this hot day, and it takes the edge off from the sun’s rays blazing down on me. Wearing only a pair of bright yellow swim trunks, I lean back on the wicker beach chair with its plush white cushion, relaxing on this beautiful day. It’s not very often that I find myself able to relax. Typically, my father brings me into some drama, and it tends to plague my mind. But today, I’ve been lucky. I haven’t heard from him, so there’s nothing for me to worry about.

	The warm rays of the sun are harsh today, with not one cloud in the sky. I’m sure after a couple of hours, my tan is going to really pop, though I can never be too sure. As a Mexican man, my skin tone is not nearly as dark as my father’s, but I have a lot of features that I took after my mother. I got her warm tawny complexion and light blue eyes, while I inherited my father’s high cheekbones and black hair mixed with medium brown.

	I know I’m going to be interrupted at some point today, but I’ll lay here and hope I can get some relaxing in for a bit longer. My father’s always calling me or sending me text messages with some sort of orders that I need to do for him. I’m his number one bitch, though he likes to call me his right-hand man. It’s bullshit if you ask me. He only entrusts me to handle these things for him because he thinks I’m going to be taking over the Ramirez cartel from him one day. That’s his goal. He wants to overthrow his uncle and take the power that should’ve always been his, in those exact words.

	My father is Julio Ramirez, the youngest son of the late Rafael Ramirez, who ran the Ramirez cartel for over thirty years until he finally met his demise. My grandfather didn’t have the best reputation. The only way he ever held any power was by instilling fear in his people. He was a vile man, if I can even call him that. He’d take daughters from men who didn’t pay him and keep them locked away in rooms across his compound, raping them whenever he felt the need. He’d give them false hope by saying they’d be let go when their fathers would pay up, but my grandfather’s definition of “letting go” was shooting them in the back of the head.

	My grandfather was heavily involved in human trafficking, and my father is choosing to follow in those footsteps, particularly in child trafficking. It was something he kept from me until a few months ago, and since he told me, I’ve been trying to come up with a way to get out of everything I do for him. He’s been looking for a prospective marriage for me, and his eyes have been set on Eset Umarova, who, surprisingly enough, isn’t an Umarova at all.

	She’s Chechen, from Grozny, and her half-brother Ruslan runs the Umarova crime family. He’s one of the largest arms dealers in the entire world these days and has many connections. We know first-hand that he does a lot of business with the Steele family, who are cousins with the O’Deas, Gallaghers, and Mackenzies—all Irish mafia royalty.

	My father’s desperately trying to make a claim against his uncle, to take what should “rightfully” be his, as he puts it. In going up against someone like his uncle, who the people love and who has been leading successfully for many years now… it means my father will need allies every time he turns a corner. He won’t simply be able to make a claim without people supporting him, so it’s what my father is doing. He’s hoping I can marry Eset, whose brother has direct ties with major mafia families. We have our own ties to the Irish as well, considering my father’s aunt is married to Desmond Mackenzie. But we’re certain she’s going to end up supporting her brother Alejandro’s rule.

	Personally, I don’t think my father is fit to rule, and I don’t believe he should be taking the throne from someone who’s been doing it peacefully for so many years. Alejandro leads with purpose and respect, while my father is only going to bring chaos and mayhem as his father did before him. Maybe even more.

	I haven’t told my father any of my thoughts because I’m not in the position to do so. I know how much power I hold on my own, and it isn’t much. The only way I’m going to be able to move forward is if I play my hand very carefully, so I intend on doing that.

	My phone begins ringing on the table next to my chair. I crack open an eye and reach for it. I spot my father’s name and answer, “Hello.”

	“Santos, I need you to do something for me.” He sounds overly excited, or maybe excited isn’t the right word. Motivated would be. He sounds extremely motivated, which only means one thing—he wants me to do something.

	“What would that be?” I can only imagine what he’s going to have me do today. The possibilities are limitless with him.

	“I know we’ve discussed it on and off while I’ve been searching for potential marriage prospects, but I want you to marry Eset, Ruslan’s half-sister. From what I’ve heard, she is indeed changing her last name to Umarova. Ruslan requested her and Nazyr to do it, actually.” Eset and Nazyr’s father was Anzor, the man who went against Ruslan’s claim to take the Umarova family’s power back. I don’t know everything, but I know when Ruslan was a mere child, his father was killed. His mother married Anzor, and somehow, Anzor managed to gain the power of the Umarova family and their dealings. He had control until the last year when everything came crashing down in front of him.

	Ruslan and Lom, the only two full-blooded Umarova children who are still alive, have regained control over their father’s legacy. While doing so, their family had a massive shift. I’ve heard rumors that their mother supported Anzor and wanted the fighting to stop, but nothing has been publicly spoken about it. I’m sure at some time I’m going to find out every piece of information I’m looking for.

	“You believe the name change only shows how dedicated Ruslan is to his family.”

	“Yes, I do. We need you to marry into a family who takes care of their own. In my eyes, if you were to marry into the Umarova family, it would only mean that they would support whatever your aspirations are and whatever you’re passionate about. I’ve also been thinking about something else.”

	“Something else?” At this point, I sit up on my chair and take my sunglasses off, placing them on the white cushion in front of me. I despise it when my father can’t just tell me what he’s thinking straight off the bat. I’d prefer it if he just came out with it all.

	“If you and Eset are married, it might keep there from being some major fallout in our family. Think about it, Alejandro’s sister is Sofia, who’s married to Desmond Mackenzie. Eset’s brother has business with the Steeles, who are related to the Mackenzies. I think the blowout could be minimized if we’re successful in getting the Umarovas to believe that you’re a good fit for Eset. I think it could be a transition of power from my Uncle Alejandro to me versus taking what was his. Understand?”

	Of course, I understand. I’m not a fucking idiot. “Yes, in theory, it would minimize a lot of problems, but getting it to come to fruition could still be a difficult task.”

	“Exactly, which is why I need you to be on your A-game as much as possible,” my father informs me. “We need this transition of power to happen. Now, I’m fully prepared to take everything from my uncle if it comes to that, but I’m certain the Umarova family would prefer things to be as peaceful as possible. If it ends up getting bloody after you’re married to Eset, then I don’t care. I’ll do whatever I have to be in power.”

	Unbelievable. He doesn’t realize how much he just contradicted himself. On the one hand, he’s saying he’ll do whatever it takes, and on the other, he’s saying it could be a peaceful transition. This right here is exactly why I don’t believe my father would make a good leader. I think he would backtrack all the progress Alejandro has made over the years, and Mexico would be in ruin because of his choices.

	What blows my mind is that my father even wants me to marry Eset in the first place. Most of the time, his opinions are made very clear on who is actually mafia royalty and who isn’t. I’m surprised he hasn’t called Eset a bastard yet, or a claimless whore. It won’t surprise me if he ever does cross a line and says something close to either of those, but I do think that he’s going to. If I end up marrying the woman, I pray he won’t say it after she’s my wife because that would be a game-changer for him.

	Eset is my way out of this mess my father has gotten me into. At the end of the day, I don’t want to be any more involved in this than I am right now. In my opinion, my father is causing rifts in the water that don’t need to be there in the first place. He could’ve even waited until Alejandro passed because I doubt Leticia wants to rule over Mexico. She’s been in Ireland, married to her husband for many years now.

	“I’m always going to be on my A-game,” I tell my father. He knows better than to act like I don’t follow every order, wish, or demand he throws my way. I follow them because I have to and because I have no one else who would trust me. If I went to Alejandro now and pledged allegiance to him, I know he’d think I’m nothing more than a double agent, ready to rip him apart from the inside out. I don’t have enough proof that I’m my own man and not my father’s bitch doing his bidding. In time, I know others will begin to trust me, but until that day, I need to continue to play the game the only way I know how.

	I’ll do what I have to in order to ensure my own survival. Hell, I’ve done it my entire life, though I don’t know if it’s something I can continue doing. My father’s aspirations are getting crazier with each passing day, and all he cares about is taking what his father once had. He only cares about the power in his grasp, and all I care about is keeping my head attached to my body.

	One of these days, he’s going to turn on me. It won’t matter that I’m his son. He’s had men who worked for him for years who he called second sons, yet he killed them right in front of me. I think the only reason I’m still alive is that I’m the only confirmed child he has. I’m his legacy, and until he creates a new one, he has to deal with me.

	I’m not an idiot. My expiration date is coming up soon, and the deeper we get into this alliance with the Umarova family, the more I’m going to see it.



	
Chapter Two

	 

	Eset

	 

	The last few weeks have flown by, but that happens when your family is as busy as mine. Even being so busy, I’ve still managed to find time to focus on some of my artwork. When all the shit was going down between my father and my siblings, my mother destroyed pieces I’d put hours and hours into.

	I’m standing in front of my canvas right now. I’ve put over twenty hours into this piece, and I’ll probably put twenty more before I’m remotely happy with the outcome. I’ve been painting since I was a young girl, and over the years, I have found love for all sorts of artwork. What I’ve done here is created a seascape using oil paints. The bottom is a deep cerulean blue, and there are only shades of light peeking through. Past the water are dark, looming mountains, and beyond that are heavy overcast clouds.

	Over the last few months, I’ve noticed that my paintings have gotten much darker than usual. Before, I would paint a lot of sunsets or sunrises or even floral gardens in the height of summer. I’ve never really had one area of focus, but I do notice the changes in my style. I think it comes down to the pressures of being an Umarova and the series of events that have plagued us recently.

	Some days I even wonder if I’m happy in the first place, but asking myself a question like that would be foolish on my part. At the end of the day, it doesn’t matter if I’m happy. It only matters that we continue to push forward as a family.

	As a teenager, I knew my life was different than others around me, but I didn’t realize the dangers hidden in the shadows. I was happy in my ignorance, and looking back now, I don’t know if that was a blessing or a curse. I remember the days of traveling wherever I wanted with friends, sitting in the kitchen with my mother and speaking about inconsequential things like what was happening at school… though it was all bullshit. I never knew back then the type of woman that I needed to turn myself into. I’m the woman I need to be now. Some call me callous, while others call me a bitch. I guess it doesn’t matter, though. What does matter is that I’m as strong as an ox.

	It’s hard for me to believe it’s the beginning of November. It feels like yesterday that all the drama was happening between my brothers and my father. It was a time when my world did a complete one-eighty, but I needed it. I needed all these things to happen in order to discover who I was truly meant to be—a fearless businesswoman.

	Sure, I still find time to pursue my passions, like my artwork… but my life is dedicated to my family now and what’s best for all of us.

	I place my palette down on the counter and step back, looking at my painting one last time. I have a lot more work to do, but I have a dinner obligation at Lom and Emily’s house. Nazyr and I live in Ruslan’s old home, and our brother Lom recently shacked up with Emily, who is the cousin of Amelia, Ruslan’s wife. Lom and Emily purchased a townhome a couple of blocks away from our home.

	I exit my art studio and proceed down the stairwell where my and Nazyr’s bedrooms are. “Are you going to be ready to leave soon?” Nazyr calls from his bedroom. He must hear my shoes clacking against the hardwood floors.

	“Yes. Give me ten minutes, and I’ll meet you downstairs,” I call back as I disappear into my bedroom. I walk to my ensuite bathroom and strip out of the old t-shirt and sweatpants I wear when I paint. It’s my typical go-to attire because if I get paint on it, it doesn’t really matter. Once I’m out of my clothes, I toss them in the laundry bin, then walk into my closet. There’s an outfit I’ve been dying to wear, and while this is a family dinner, I can always look like a showstopper if I want.

	I grab the hanger holding a matching vibrant sapphire blue pantsuit. The trousers are long and high-waisted, just the way I like them, and there’s an oversized jacket that will stop at mid-thigh. It has a huge belt buckle on the jacket, which is honestly the entire reason I bought it in the first place. I don’t have a top picked out, but there is this white bandeau crop-top sort of thing that’s been in my closet for a while. There’s a small “V” cut out in the center of it, and it’s thick enough that I think it’ll only maybe show off an inch or so of my skin. To finish the look off completely, I grab a pair of silver, glittering, pointed heels.

	I grab the top from the drawer I know it’s in and begin putting the outfit together. Once it’s all on, I look in the mirror, and I’m more than pleased with my reflection. I look like a powerful, show-stopping woman, just like I want. I run a brush through my hair really quickly, apply a little bit more mascara, and dart downstairs to meet my brother.

	“You think I’d know by now.”

	“Know what?” I furrow my brows as I reach the last few steps.

	“That every time you say ten minutes, it’s really going to be twenty.”

	I roll my eyes at him, and once I’m beside him, I loop my arm through his. “Care to walk? It’s gorgeous outside.”

	Nazyr grunts, but I know he’s going to give in to me. We exit the house with our bodyguards in tow behind us and walk a couple of blocks until we’re at Lom and Emily’s house. Nazyr presses the doorbell, and within a few moments, Emily’s opening the door for us.

	“Ah, yay! Now we’re just waiting for Ruslan, Amelia, and Karim.”

	Wow, for once, I’m not the reason we’re late.

	I haven’t spent much time in Lom and Emily’s new house, but now I’m taking a good hard look at the space. It’s really beautiful, and I can tell it’s been renovated sometime in the last few years. It’s not covered with old, hundred-year-old wood like our townhome is, but it has its own character.

	The floors are some sort of hardwood, but when it reaches the kitchen area, it turns into a tan tile. I head into the kitchen with Emily, and she goes back to the stove while I continue looking around. The cabinets are a cedar color, and they look very Eastern European in style to me. I’ll put some money on the fact the people who lived here prior weren’t from Grozny, and they were trying to transform their home into what they left behind. I do love the size of the kitchen. Emily seems to be the type who likes to cook and bake, so I’m sure she appreciates the size as well.

	“Did they say when they were going to be here?” I ask Emily, and her daughter Sierra comes into the kitchen and goes straight up to her mother.

	Sierra wraps her arms around Emily and holds onto her, causing Emily to focus on her daughter for a few moments. “Are you okay?” she asks her little girl.

	“Yeah, I just wanted a hug,” Sierra tells her mother before she walks off.

	“Make sure you’re back downstairs in twenty minutes! Dinner will be ready by then.”

	“Okay, Mom!” Sierra calls back, and Emily laughs lightly.

	“I never know what to expect with that one. One minute she wants to be all affectionate and stuff, and the next minute, I’m her worst enemy. She hasn’t even hit the teenage years yet, and we all know those are going to be horrible.” Emily grabs the wooden spoon from its holder and stirs the sauce she has cooking in her saucepan. “Oh, and they’ll be here any minute. I’m sure something happened with Karim, and that’s why they’re late. The last time Amelia and I had plans, he had a blowout diaper which made her forty-five minutes late.” Emily rolls her eyes, and the two of us cackle.

	“Like it takes forty-five minutes to change a diaper, right?”

	“Exactly!” Emily throws her head back in laughter when my brother comes into the kitchen.

	“I should’ve known Eset was here with the way you’re laughing. She walks in through any door, and people do the same thing,” Lom thinks he’s funny, and I ball my hand into a fist and punch him.

	“Don’t be a dick. It’s too early in the night for that,” I warn him.

	“What are you going to do to me, huh?” Lom’s eyes sparkle with mischievousness, and he knows better. He’s seen firsthand what I’m capable of, but still, he insists on playing around with me. Then again, that’s my brother for you.

	“Stop pushing your sister’s buttons, will you? I could honestly need some help getting everything ready, and since you’re acting like a child, I think you’re the one for the job,” Emily cuts in, and I can’t hold back my smile. His woman has a complete hold on him. It reminds me of when he was being naughty when we were younger. Our mother would come up and grab him by the ear. Only Emily’s doing it with her words.

	Our mother.

	Ugh, what a sad situation it is with her. She decided to stay loyal to my father, despite every atrocious thing he’d done to my brothers and their father. Personally, I think in the back of her mind, she knew everything that happened, but I think she was holding onto a small sliver of hope that he wasn’t as awful as we’d discovered. She’d spent
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