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            SUMMARY:

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Corruption is the key to success, and I’m the collector of all debts.

      

        

      
        The first time I laid eyes on my little flower, she was dressed up—a beautiful temptation wrapped in perfection that I wanted to own. Possess. To take away from the pseudo perfect life that reeks of the narcissistic chains—the demands—holding her down.

      

        

      
        She’s a pawn.

      

        

      
        The daughter of my enemy.

      

        

      
        Solimar Quintero is the future Mrs. Alejandro Lucas and doesn’t even know it. She isn’t aware that the man she smiles at—taunts to come closer—is a criminal. A wanted man. A nightmare for his enemies and her future.

      

        

      
        I always get what I want.
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        Glossary of Spanish and Colombian Slang:

      

        

      
        Guaro/Aguardiente = Anise Flavored Liqueur Made from Sugarcane

        This Is Mostly Consumed Neat or Over Ice.

        Güevon = Asshole

        Berraco = You’re A Legend or Amazing

        Culicagado = Shit head

        Parce = Friend

        Listo = Ready, Okay, or Cool

        Tombo = Cops

        Sicario = Hitman

        Billete or Platica = Money

        Q’hubo = What’s Up

        Fresco = Chilled or Relaxed

        Hagale = Okay or Let’s Do It.

        Patron = Boss

        Hijueputa = Son of A Bitch

        Coma Mierda = Eat Shit

        Preciosa = Precious

        Bailarina = Dancer

        Coqueta = Coquette

        Callese = Shut Up

        Mijo/Mija = Son/Daughter
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      HER SKIN IS soft beneath my roughened fingertips—yielding—almost melting against me as I pull her in closer. Chest to chest. Lips hovering. She’s like the finest of silks: a motherfucking delicacy that’s been awaiting my arrival and only yearns to please her owner.

      Because she’s given herself to me.

      Every sigh. Every moan. Every inch of her has always been meant for this brute of a man.

      Solimar Quintero is my prize. A reward and coveted possession.

      “Please, Alejandro. I need you.” Those beautifully hooded, light grey eyes are on my cognac-colored ones, and in them I see the same emotions reflected back at me. Hunger. Anticipation. A nearly knee-buckling yearning that makes me throb against her midsection.

      “Say it, Solimar.” My voice is rough, the grip on her right thigh tightening—fingers digging in as I place one leg over my hip and then the other; I have her right where she should always be...

      In my arms, her heat against my cock.

      We’re outside and around the back of her home for the time being. It’s an ostentatious building full of history and memories that only the rich and powerful in the country of Columbia remember with fondness.

      A place full of armed military guards that let a criminal walk right through its door for a little extra cash. Because they need it. Because giving your family a good life in this country is pricey. Because they’d rather live to see another day than end up as an anecdote on the evening news reporting on my extensive list of crimes and misdeeds.

      The beautiful girl pinned by my body moans and the sweet sound settles on the tip of my cock, causing me to flex against her heat. It also pulls a hiss from me, my teeth gritting as I look down and take in how the short, white cotton summer dress has shimmied up and over her hips. Those supple thighs tremble and my fingers on her right one dig in deeper, harder as I enjoy the sinful view.

      Matching panties in the same color as her dress.

      Goose bumps all along her skin.

      Soft satin clinging to the top of her mound.

      Indecent perfection.

      I shift my upper body back, just enough to get a better look.

      She’s wet; the evidence makes the almost translucent material completely see-through.

      My eyes snap up when a needy whimper passes through her lips. “Answer me,” I hiss out, my lip curling up at the corner in a barely-contained snarl. The hunger in my tone is palpable, and so is the need to mark her. To leave bruises behind that’ll remind her of me every time she looks in the mirror over the next few days.

      Of my touch. Of the pleasure only I can give her.

      My inhale is her soft exhale as she shifts a little closer. Just a tiny bit. Her small hands cling to my shirt as her hips gyrate, back arching against the large wall behind her so she can feel every hard inch of me against her core. All that stands between me and her pussy is two thin layers of clothing, and I remove the first without a second thought.

      Without giving a fuck about whose house I’m at.

      Without giving a fuck about who could see us.

      Skimming my fingers to her hip, I grip the thin ribbon there and pull, tearing the delicate satin bow before doing the same to the other side. The material slips down over her mound, exposing the very top of her clit, but gets trapped between us.

      A breath gets caught in her chest and her eyes close. “Papi, I... please!”

      “Answer me, Preciosa.” Lower, my hand encounters her round and firm asscheek. I palm the flesh—squeeze hard enough to make her mewl before gripping the tattered remnants of her panties and tugging them off.

      A single pull and she hisses, shaking in my hold when the delicate material rubs harshly over her sex. My little Solimar bites down on her bottom lip, withholding the moans that want to slip free so we—I—don’t get caught, and I find the action sweet. Endearing.

      Pointless, since I’m here to end it all tonight. To collect on a fifteen-year-old debt.

      Eyes on hers, I toss them aside and return to her flesh. Two fingers follow the path down to her back entrance, and I add just enough pressure to cause her legs to shake. For her breathing to stutter. For a motherfucking rush of wetness to coat her inner thighs, and then I brush my fingers a little lower to collect the sweet drips.

      There’s no resistance from her as I return and slip the tip of my middle finger inside. None when I go a little deeper to my knuckle; pumping it in and out a few times before adding a second.

      Solimar’s lips part, but no words come out. Instead, her arms wrap around my neck and pull us closer together. She’s baiting me with the subtle rubbing of those tight little pebbled nipples over my pecs, and I bite back the groan that threatens to escape.

      It’s a silent plea from her with a hint of please that makes my mouth water. My little flower always begs so prettily. Quietly or on a scream, she’s stunning when offering:

      Her life. Her love. Her loyalty.

      A commitment without an expiration date. A future that removes her past and those who reside in it. Those who will become nothing more than a faint memory.

      Because I’m her future. Her only.

      “Say. It.” The need to bury myself deep within her is near maddening, and more so when her tight little asshole flutters around my fingers. It’s the only place I haven’t taken her. The last bit of her body left for me to claim, and it will happen before the end of the night.

      “I belong to you, Alejandro. Only you,” she moans out, lips parting just enough to see the tip of her tongue peek out. I follow how she slides it over the very edge of her Cupid’s bow. How her cheeks flush and perspiration beads over her neck. “I love you.”

      At those words, my eyes close and I breathe in deeply. A unique scent—her sweet, sugary decadence surrounds me, and I groan. I feel her heat. Her wetness as it seeps through and caresses my cock through my slacks sans underwear.

      I’m hard for her.

      I’m throbbing.

      I’m hers.

      My hips snap forward and my dick rubs against the juncture of her thighs, finger slipping a bit deeper inside her puckered hole. There are a few por favor and mas, but I don’t give in. Not yet.

      Not here.

      We’ll be leaving soon enough.

      That thought sobers me at once and after another pump, I slip from inside her tightness. My forehead falls to hers and my eyes snap open just as she whines, her pretty mouth set in a pout. “None of that.”

      “But Alejandro—”

      I silence her with a quick and harsh kiss. “I love you, too.”

      Her grey eyes sparkle, bottom lip trembling. “Baby, I—”

      The click of a single gun interrupts our moment, and I shift my head minutely to catch the sight of the asshole responsible. It’s a man I loathe. Someone whose history with my family brought us full circle and to this moment.

      “You’re a dead man, Lucas,” he says, and my smirk only deepens.

      “Good evening, Señor Presidente.”
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        Fifteen years ago...

      

      

      

      I AWAKE WITH a start.

      I’m sweating. In a daze. Unable to comprehend the sudden ambush of loud noises surrounding me and look toward the alarm clock on my nightstand. It reads twenty past eight in the morning, and I try to remember if there’s anything to warrant such a rude upstart—a project starting on the grounds or equipment arriving—but come up empty.

      There’s too much racket to pinpoint. Too much commotion to discern what it is, but it confuses me, and everything seems off—almost eerie until the loud sound of what I think is a truck meeting a wall forces me out of my bed.

      My house shakes and I stumble, fighting to find my equilibrium as more shouting comes from the opposite side of our family home. This large, Spanish-style house with over a hundred acres surrounding the two-story, eight-bedroom structure has several large cultivating fields whose product is known worldwide. And, because of its size, it should be nearly impossible for me to hear what sounds like a war zone outside this bedroom.

      None of these noises are familiar in the everyday life of a rancher. None of what they’re shouting makes sense.

      “What the fuck is going on?” I mutter, grabbing on to the door’s handle and pulling it open. Another loud boom reverberates, and the corridor feels as though it’s trembling, the picture frames—photographs of my siblings and me from over the years—meeting their demise against the terrazzo floor. Are we having an earthquake? Fuck, my family! Shards of glass fly across the floor and as I rush toward the stairs to head down, I cut the bottom of my foot on a rather large piece.

      It digs deep, slicing through flesh that now gapes and bleeds all over the floor. Rivulets rush to the surface, staining the stone flooring and my pajama bottoms, but I don’t stop to inspect.

      Ignoring the sting, I hiss with each step I take, leaving bloody footprints behind. My eyes shift from side to side the closer to the landing I get, noises becoming more defined, and I grip the handrail hard as a barrage of bullets sound as though they’re being fired close by. Too close.

      The voices are louder now, and male. The gunfire is clearer, and it’s heavy artillery.

      One of the few things you learn while helping your father out in the fields is how to protect yourself from various dangers. Shooting a gun is something I do well, my aim better than my old man’s, and it’s because he took the time to teach us to respect the weapon and not fear it.

      There are thieves, wild animals—drug smugglers—and sometimes tough decisions have to be made.

      Diosito, please don’t let that be here. Please protect us.

      I search for my family and come up empty. No one is around, and after turning the corner that leads toward the kitchen and back entrance, I come to a dead stop. Heart clenching. Stomach churning.

      My mother is on the floor and on her knees, clinging to my five-year-old sister in her arms. Her eyes are on mine, though, and yet she looks a hundred miles away.

      Her face is a pallid color. Her fear is palpable.

      Choking me.

      And it’s the motherfucking pain in her expression that makes me fall to my knees and crawl across to where she sits completely still. I want to hug her, shake her, but instead take a moment to slow my breathing and erratic heartbeat. Freaking out could lead from a bad decision to a stupid mistake.

      “Mamita?” I call out after a minute or two but get no response. Nothing. Just blankness. If it weren’t for the rise and fall of her chest, I’d think she was dead. “Ma, what’s going on? Where’s Dad?” Nada, and as I take her in fully, I notice the blood on her right arm and the rapidly forming bruise on her cheek. “Who did this? What the hell happened?”

      My sister, Lourdes, cries, unable to focus on me or help, and her wails are so loud they hurt. However, she’s okay from what I can see, but my mother isn’t. Blood seeps from her arm, the rivulets pooling on the floor beneath us as the trickles become a puddle.

      I check her, lifting the short sleeve of her top, and find only one bullet wound and it’s a graze. Deep, but not with an actual entry, and everywhere else she seems physically okay. She’s in shock.

      “Mamita, quien?” I try again, softer, my eyes darting past us where the firing of bullets has ceased. “Please, at the very least get up and hide. I’ll find the others.”

      Her lips part but no sound comes out. Instead, she whimpers, and it’s the most agony-filled sound I’ve ever heard. It’s also at that moment that multiple heavy footsteps enter our home.

      I don’t know how many. I don’t know why these people are here or where my father and older brother are.

      We’re not criminals. We’re law-abiding citizens. Our family is successful: the owners of one of the largest coffee plantations in the country.

      Then, there are my father’s political ambitions and ideals, something that isn’t a secret. He’s a respected member of the community, and with the backing of the middle and lower class of the country, a front runner as a presidential candidate in this year’s elections.

      However, from the look of the men inside our home, none of that matters...

      Colombia’s military is inside our house and armed to the teeth; their faces are expressionless as they surround us between the living room and the corridor that leads to our kitchen. Their rifles are pointed at us, their fingers on the trigger.

      For a few minutes, no one speaks. They don’t so much as blink.

      It’s a waiting game.

      To see if we do anything that will justify the shooting.

      Something that becomes apparent a few seconds later as the general walks in with my father and brother behind him. Both of them are being dragged, their bruised bodies nearly passed out.

      My reaction is instant. Not even my mother’s sudden yell to stop makes me pause.

      The bastard closest to me and to the right doesn’t have time to react as I ram his legs with my shoulder, knocking him off balance. And as he stumbles, the gun slips from his hold and I grab it while dodging a lazy punch. His reaction time is slow, almost unskilled and unprepared as I take possession of the weapon.

      A bullet to his hand also stops him from trying to grapple with me and save face.

      It’s quiet now as I look up, turning with the rifle high so that I’m between my mother and these assholes. They’d have to kill me to hurt her, and in that same spirit, I point the barrel toward the general.

      There’s a bit of surprise on his face, maybe even a touch of respect as he holds his hands up to stop his men from shooting me where I kneel.

      “Put the gun down, Alejandro. Let’s not be messy,” he says, taking a step closer but stopping when I pull the trigger again. This time, I lodge a bullet into the shoulder of the man holding my father’s battered body. He lets him go, staggering back as my dad’s chest hits the floor.

      He’s not getting up but is breathing, and that brings a bit of relief to me. Not that I show it; if anything, I’m more focused now.

      “Get out of my home. Now.”

      “Disrespect me again, culicagado...” the smirk on his face as he takes a puff from his cigar pisses me off “...and I’ll personally kill your mother.”

      “Threaten her ever again, and the next bullet goes between your eyes.” My response makes him laugh, but I fire again. This time, to his left and hitting the soldier holding my brother by the hair in his chest. He drops Emiliano who is less hurt, just a split lip and swollen eye, falling back and onto his ass. My brother moves too, crawling toward me at a slow pace and with the now dead soldier’s weapon. “Mamita, leave.”

      “She stays—”

      “I didn’t ask you, General. She leaves.”

      “You insolent güevon,” he sneers, looking toward my father’s banged up form and then back at me. The dislike in his expression can’t be missed, and yet, I don’t know this man. Other than the ranking badge on his uniform, he’s a stranger to me. To us. “You’re pushing your luck.”

      “And you, my patience.” From behind me, I sense movement and tilt my head just enough to see my mother exit with my sister in her arms. Our nation’s military doesn’t stop her or complain, which I’m thankful for, and I only hope she leaves through the underground bunker on the other side of the house. It’s a passageway my grandfather installed when he sat at the head of Cafe’ Paisa and the Finca was raided by thieves looking for money and jewelry. “Why are you here?”

      “We’re here to take possession of this plantation and all assets within, by decree of President Almendra after Jose Quintero brought forth evidence of your father’s misdeed. Your family’s cartel operations are finished, Alejandro.”

      “What the hell did you just say?” I hiss out, confusion coloring my tone as the gun slips a bit in my hold. Before it falls, though, I tighten my grip. “Are you crazy? Cartel? We’re coffee growers.”

      “Not according to the Colombian government, Alejandro. As the order signed by the current president with the help of the future leader of the republic states, we are to destroy your family’s operations and apprehend your father, exposing him for the low-life criminal he is.”
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        Four months ago...

      

      

      

      “PATRON, WE’RE HERE,” Geronimo says from behind the wheel of my armored SUV as he parks in front of a popular club in Bogota. The capital city is alive tonight, busy with an idiot or five laughing—celebrating the end of a long, grueling workweek.

      It’s the Friday-night ritual that every country has: get paid and get drunk.

      To forget. To live. To fucking breathe.

      In and out like a revolving door, they slip inside of restaurants and bars like tired sheep in this busy intersection at the heart of our colorful capital. Many of them look my convoy’s way. Many of them wonder who’s inside and if I’m famous.

      Moreover, being curious is a stupid habit. A manageable trait if a person applies itself.

      Because the curiosity that humans must feed at all costs—even if it ends with their fearful gaze staring at the barrel of a gun—is avoidable.

      Many of them ignore that we’re born with two very dominating responses to danger, though. They pay no mind to their fight or flight instincts; to that nagging little voice inside their heads screaming—blaring signals to run and hide.

      It’s there for a fucking reason.

      It’s there to warn. To save you.

      Because true evil doesn’t hide. It doesn’t cower. A killer will expose himself without a second thought or remorse because he knows most will never pick up on the cues. They understand how a soft smile and pleasant demeanor are far greater weapons than any knife could ever be.

      And I am the definition of the wrong person to cross. The monster that plays from the shadows and rules in the light.

      “Thank you.” My eyes shift to his in the rearview mirror, and I hold back a chuckle when his gaze drops immediately. But then again, he’s always been a very respectful man who takes his job seriously. It’s the reason why he’s been around almost as long as my second-in-command. “Please have all vehicles moved to my private parking area for the evening, and then join me inside.”

      “Si, señor,” he responds immediately, and I nod before opening the car door. Tonight he’s my right hand while Chiquito, the owner of that title, travels to Barranquilla on a retrieval assignment.

      Exiting, I stretch my neck from side to side while adjusting the weapon hidden beneath my suit blazer. It’s nestled within a custom leather holster, a favorite within my collection for a very particular reason. This Cabot 1911 Sacromonte is a beautiful piece with a story to match, but more than being a one-of-a-kind gun, its accuracy and handle make it my favorite go-to weapon.

      I’m not one to waste bullets, and this makes me what I consider to be a conscious killer.

      Good for the environment as each bullet within its magazine equals a body.

      Doors open and close following my lead as I look up at the marquee. Codicia is a large building—unavoidable as it sits at the center of this busy intersection.

      It’s an upscale establishment. Ostentatious and seductive. An undercover whore house without technically serving women to the lowlifes that frequent this restaurant/bar. It’s the owner’s business plan to draw out those with lower morals and deep pockets, a smart move in most instances by the son of a foreign leader—an ally of Colombia—that resides here instead of his native Venezuela.

      Signio Cortez has immunity to play, and play he does with members of both sexes.

      It’s also common knowledge that the young and corruptible go out in droves each weekend after studying all week. Those that attend prestigious universities with never-ending cash flows are his favorite clientele, especially if you’re a beautiful woman.

      It’s his draw. The lure for most men.

      Because you only get into a place like this via two options: personal invitation or blackmail.

      The clientele here is sexually liberated. Ambiguous. Depraved. And more importantly, they love to host the corrupt of this nation for a fee under the protection of the owner’s political attachments.

      It’s the product of one hand washing the other as the two pompous presidents hope for a union between children.

      Blind eyes are turned. No questions asked.

      Walking up the steps, I’m greeted by a large man holding the door open for my group. He’s tall, bald, and full of homemade tattoos that remind me of the jailhouse style many convicts get while serving time.

      “Buenas noches, Mr. Lucas,” he says, but I don’t reply. Instead, I nod and head for the lobby, pausing at the podium where a voluptuous woman in a carnival-themed outfit stands. Her tanned body is on full display, her curves accentuated by the shiny fabric of her sequined bralette and minuscule skirt.

      “Good to see you again, Guapo.” Her voice is meant to be sultry, a seduction to all that enter, and I find myself giving her nothing more than a blank stare. “Room three is ready, and your guests are seated.”

      “Gracias.”

      “Do you need an escort?” she simpers. The implication is there, and it’s not to walk me toward my reserved seating. At my nonresponse and lack of interest, she arches her back a bit so the barely-there fabric of her top stretches across each tit, exposing the very edge of her areola. “I’d be more than willing to take on any role you wish tonight.”

      “No.” It’s a cut-and-dried response, one she doesn’t seem to like by the slight narrowing of her eyes, and as I turn to walk through the main floor’s main entrance, her arm shoots out. Those long, fake nails grip my arm. A no-no, and I make it a point of setting my gaze on her hand, then her. “Watch it.”

      “Don’t be so grumpy.” She giggles as if this is a game while cocking her hip to the right. An act to draw my attention but is useless on me. One of my soldiers, though, releases a low whistle behind me, causing her smile to widen before I hold a hand up to silence him. I don’t care who of the four made the unwise decision; they’ll all suffer if it happens again. I also don’t need to look back to know the point has been made. “Those men can wait a moment or two. There’s no need to rush in, Patron.”

      The bottom half of her outfit is nothing more than a band across her hips to cover the split between her thighs. And more importantly—a fact she’s missing in her forwardness—it does nothing for me. She does nothing for me, not so much as a cock twitch, and I smirk when her attempt at a coquettish smile drops.

      It’s also not lost on me that she called me boss.

      Like her, many have tried, and all have failed. I’m not a relationship kind of man.

      I do not need sentimental attachments.

      “Señorita, I suggest you keep those hands to yourself. Understood?”

      “I’m just being—”

      “A holdup,” I finish for her, taking her hand off my arm none too gently and letting it drop at her side. “Hagale, and open the door.

      “Alejandro, I...” she trails off then, lips snapping shut when I part my jacket to show her my personal escorts. Her face drains of all color. Her fear becomes palpable and I breathe in deeply, enjoying her terror.

      I let her see a glimpse of the demon that resides within.

      An enemy she should never meet.

      “I’m going to pretend the last few minutes never happened...” my voice is low, but in the calm lies the threat “...that you never took liberties that aren’t yours to take. Don’t do it again.” The woman has gone mute, eyes wide and with a slight shake. “Do you understand? Nod your head if you do.” She does, and I snap my fingers; one of the men traveling with me walks past us and opens the door leading to the dining room’s main floor. “Now, have yourself a pleasant evening.”

      My men follow as I walk down a dimly lit hallway that leads to a large circular space at the center of the building with five doors. This locale has three floors; each one pays homage to a different kind of need, from fine dining to themes. From music to age. There is a segregation of tastes, but one thing doesn’t wane…

      Sex is a unifying factor. A mutual appreciation.

      There’s no shame within these walls.

      No moral code.

      It’s the perfect place for the meeting about to take place; a good amount of space between each private dining room that secures privacy. No one comes in without you requesting their service unless you’re a guest.

      The one I’ve reserved for the night is the largest.

      No noise can be heard. Not even the servers can be seen.

      And more importantly, it has a private exit.

      Coming to a stop in front of the third door, I tap the card reader with the key and the light blinks green, letting me push the large wooden structure open. The room’s lighting is dim, but my eyes take in the three faces sitting in my direct line of sight.

      Three men. Two strangers. And all sitting silently on one side of the long table at the center of the large room.

      They are here for me.

      Because my poppy and marijuana plantations across four countries dominate several markets across the globe, from pharmaceutical companies to large cartel organizations south of the United States border. From morphine and codeine production to the harsher and illegal forms, I control ninety percent of the world’s supply.

      I’m a privatized general with a personal army to match, but more importantly, the citizens of Colombia are loyal to those that feed and take care of their own.

      I do both, and fairly. I reward their devotion.

      Something the government hates me for, but will not rise against an armed enemy.

      An asshole with no remorse and his own militia. An anti-establishment movement whose sole purpose is to bring forth the demise of the Quintero family’s reign and corruption. Two generations have served as president—served themselves to the country’s riches—and while I’ll never be a saint, I do plan to destroy them.

      “Is the Jurado ready to deliver their verdict?” the judge asks the jurors sitting to the left of him. There are not many here. Just five people: three women and two men, and they’re each older than dirt.

      I also don’t like the way they look at us.

      At my father.

      As if we’re scum. Criminals.

      There’s judgment in their eyes—it’s been there since before the opening statements were heard. Not that Dad’s pro-bono lawyer did much to help him. The guy had no witnesses, no proof of this being a setup, or much of a defense. Nothing.

      The malparido didn’t even let my father take the stand to defend himself.

      The slightly younger of the grandpas stands. His frail frame shakes a bit as he clears his throat. “On the charges brought forth by the country of Colombia  for the production, sale, and trafficking of cocaine...” my mother grips my hand hard, fingernails breaking the skin there while my older brother sits forward to grip my dad’s shoulder “...we find the defendant to be guilty.”

      There’s a wail from beside me. It’s gut-wrenching and breaks my heart, but more than that, it cements the hate that’s been brewing within. My veins turn ice-cold with each hurt-filled cry my mother releases. With the way my father’s shoulders drop and he shudders with his anguish.

      At that moment, I vow to kill every person who had a hand in this.

      “On the charges of blackmail and attempted murder of President Quintero, we find the defendant...guilty.”

      “Oh God,” Mom whimpers, and it’s taking everything in me to stay right where I am. To not jump over the short divider they have in place to separate the attorneys and defendant from their family and break each of their necks.

      “Mamita, controlece. Dad needs us to be strong,” I whisper low, taking my hand from hers so I can wrap my arm around her shoulders, pulling her tightly against my side. “We’ll fight this. Do whatever needs to be done, but he will come home.”

      She nods, choking back her pain. “Okay.”

      That okay has been my driving force since that day. It’s the reason why there’s a bullet in my house for each male member of the Quintero family and a mass grave where they can rot. A death sentence Jose Quintero himself brought down upon his family’s head the moment he stole and destroyed mine.

      That hijueputa will be the last to die. He’ll watch his son and brother take their last breaths.

      “Q’hubo, Lucas? Where have you been hiding?” Daniel says the moment I fully step inside, and my guards take their place in front of each closed entrance and exit. He stands from his seat after placing his drink down on the table where there are a few bottles of rum, vodka, and Aguardiente open, the latter being my first drink of choice to start my evening. “Where’s your shadow?”

      The shadow would be my general, Chiquito Salazar; an ex-military operative for the state that’s been under my employ for a decade working his way up the ranks, and also married his cousin, Mariana, without the family’s knowledge. He’s forty-five to her twenty-four, something that didn’t sit well with Daniel, especially since they met through him when she moved back from Tampa less than nineteen months ago.

      Since he knows Chiquito’s been a womanizer in the past and this is his third marriage due to infidelities.

      And while I trust both men, they know better than to bring discord to my operations. Those familial arguments are best saved for holidays and reunions.

      “On his way back from picking up a new business partner.”

      “Are you taking them out for a game of soccer?” The asshole smirks, understanding the meaning behind the words, and extends his hand out while those sitting to his left await my response. To show their amusement or run. Because while I don’t know them personally; they know me. Know of my no-patience reputation.

      Of my cruelty. Of my shoot-first policy.

      I keep my expression neutral. “Something like that.”

      “By the way, the kiddo’s been asking about his uncle Nando.”

      Taking my time, I leave him hanging while pulling my two 1911s out and place them down atop the table, the barrels facing Daniel. He doesn’t flinch. My guests don’t so much as breathe.

      “Tell him patience is a virtue.”

      “You try telling that to a spoiled five-year-old.” He laughs, and I let out a chuckle of my own before taking the offered hand. One tug, and I pull him half over the glass tabletop and slap his shoulder. I’ve known him since primary school, and when my family fell from grace and my father was arrested, his parents took us in without a second thought.

      No questions asked. No rebukes.

      It’s why I brought him along with me after establishing my business. It’s why he can joke with me, and I’d never kill the fucker for it. I’d shoot him, but never end his life.

      Daniel Armando is the head of my transport division in Cali and is loyal. A brother.

      “You’re just jealous he thinks I’m the coolest person alive.”

      He pulls back, the grin on his face letting me know he’s about to say something stupid. “That little shit has bad taste and doesn’t know any better, güevon.”

      The men at this table don’t know our past. They’re here because I need someone with their specific skill to do a job for me, and it’s comical how their eyes widen. How they move back in their seats, their chairs scraping against the floor roughly, screeching as they do.

      “Relax.” One word and they ease up, the tension in their bodies less prominent. “We’re all friends here tonight.”

      Taking my seat opposite of Daniel, I pour myself a drink while giving Geronimo a barely perceptible nod as he enters a minute later. He takes his place a few feet behind me, hand on his gun.

      There’s a beat of silence that follows. They look at me while I wait. Their body language is nervous while they find the courage to ask me the one question that’s been bothering them since Daniel extended my invitation.

      And it’s the pudgier of the two that sits forward a bit after a few minutes, sweat beading at his brow. “Mr. Lucas, why are we here? How can we be of assistance?”

      “You’re here because I need a hacker.”
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      “NOTHING IS OFF-LIMITS for the right price,” the same fucker answers quickly, and it’s clear he’s the more vocal of the two. He’s intrigued, curious, while his friend’s posture becomes falsely more relaxed.

      Another mistake.

      They shouldn’t trust me. Not even for a split second.

      The two culicagados sitting in front of me are no older than twenty, but with a reputation that precedes them.

      They’re not natives to my country. They’re not from this continent. The two fugitives are American citizens hiding in Colombia while evading what other nations call justice.

      Jason Thorn and Shawn Bosdell are wanted men in both the US and Europe for high-profile cybercrimes. For selling confidential information on the black market belonging to the clientele of Fortune 500 companies spanning the globe.

      From L.A. to Shanghai.

      From London to Mexico.

      It’s cost each company trying to right these wrongs millions. It’s also made their governments scared. And they should be…

      Secrets never stay hidden for long.

      Moreover, they did this multiple times—raking in millions, which they stupidly spent back home somewhere in the Midwest. From farm boys to crashing Ferraris and buying anything and everything they could get their hands on.

      They broke the golden rule to never draw attention. To not let superficial garbage define you.

      “What and when?” Jason surprises me by opening his mouth for the first time since my arrival. He’s not looking at me. His eyes are on his phone as he taps away at the screen. “Any specific date you—” I clear my throat and his eyes snap up to mine, the expression on my face making him flip the device in his hand around quickly. In the background, I hear his low sorry but I’m reading the notes being made on the notation app; the breakdown of what could be needed and timeframes where certain networks are dormant and can be bypassed. Smart kid, but still mierda for etiquette.

      “I need five bank accounts emptied, leaving behind only a single penny in each.” At my words, they look at each other for a brief moment—just a quick flick of the eyes—and then nod in acceptance. “There’s also the matter of an encrypted message I’d like left behind for the owner when he attempts to log in.”

      “Anything.”

      “Done,” they say in unison, Jason being the latter. He’s still adding to his notes, fingers a blur over the screen. “Can we ask whom and what?”

      Second mistake.

      Never ask questions. Wait until the information is provided.

      “No. You can’t.”

      “Sir, we mean—”

      “How do you feel about corrupt governments in general?” I interject, cutting him off instead. Bringing the drink to my lips, I take a sip and then another, downing the shot and placing the glass atop the table. The anise taste is crisp, settling into a slow burn as it spreads, and I let the question hang in the air between us for a full minute.

      The immediate disdain on their faces is enough of a tell.

      Shawn speaks up first, his expression full of unresolved ire. “I’m an anarchist, Mr. Lucas. Fuck them all.”

      Jason nods in acquiescence, first-bumping his friend before placing his phone screen up beside his glass of water. “While my views aren’t as extreme, I agree with how much greed and corruption have taken control of governments across the globe. Politicians no longer work for the people who vote them into office, but for millionaire donors and their private agendas.”

      Right answer.

      “Then you’ll have no problem playing the role of Robin Hood for me.” At my words, Daniel snickers across from me, but quickly hides it behind a sip or two of liquor. “Take from the rich to feed the poor.”

      “None whatsoever.” Again in unison. They remind me of two bumbling idiots I once knew and are dead now.

      “Good. Then you start tomorrow.” They look like they want more information, better instructions, but I snap my fingers and Geronimo comes right over with a nondescript folder in his hand. Shawn and Jason shrink back as he towers over the table but are smart enough to take the file without prompting. “Everything you need is in there, gentlemen. I expect to see progress by the end of the week.”

      “Sir, I’m—”

      “Bosdell, this is your cue to leave. Take it and don’t push your luck.” At my words, they stand and after giving me a pussy-looking bow, leave the room.

      Moreover, if it weren’t for how good they are at what they do, they’d be dead already. There is more to their moronic antics than they think I know. Like the fact that each stole three hundred grand from an associate in Cali.

      Money that was ultimately mine.

      My eyes shift to one of my men standing next to Geronimo, and he leaves after my nod. He’ll be watching them. They’re not allowed out of his sight.

      “Well, that was entertaining, to say the least,” Daniel says, leaning over to grab the bottle of Aguardiente this time to pour us each another shot. He’s forgoing his usual drink, so I know the man is right at the cusp of lit and hungry. Could out eat anyone I know when drunk. “The skinny one almost shit himself. Another glare from you and he would’ve had an accident.”

      “That’s disgusting.” I take the offered drink and let the clear liquid swish lightly around the edge of the glass before taking another sip. “And the truth. No backbone or self-preservation on either of them.”

      Because fear doesn’t equate to awareness, not when the person you’re making a deal with is someone you owe money to.

      I own Cali. Barranquilla. Medellin. Every single inch of this country works for me, something that the pieces of shit holding the presidential office will learn soon enough.

      It’s taken me years to get where I am, and not by luck. Blood. Sweat. Death.

      After my father’s sentencing, things changed for us. Our lives were turned upside down, and working became my number one priority. To maintain my family and bounce back. To be able to afford a one-bedroom home in one of the poorest neighborhoods of the country while simultaneously sending whatever we could to our father in jail.

      For food.

      For protection.

      For the rights to a simple visit, and that fee was imposed by the tombos at the jailhouse.

      And while my mother cried at night, I worked harder. Smarter. Made the right connections with a man that I’d kill near the end of Quintero’s second term and overtake his illicit throne.

      The day I took possession, I personally sent Quintero a gift via a car bomb outside of the presidential palace. Just one car. The exact replica of his. The message was loud and clear on my behalf, but if by any chance he still didn’t understand, I called him. My phone call didn’t last long, just a few seconds, but I made sure that he heard the one word.

      My name and the date of my father’s arrest.

      That’s it.

      Jose Quintero became president off the back of false accusations toward his honest opponent. Off a man that refused to play dirty. A man that served six years for a crime he
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