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        “I need a gangsta

        To love me better

        Than all the others do

        To always forgive me

        Ride or die with me

        That’s just what gangsters do.”

      

      

      

      
        
        Gangsta, Kehlani (Suicide Squad)

        https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LAYgZEMMWxo

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Tony Montana had eyes like the devil, wild, hot, angry. He was absolutely wrecked. High on his own product, high on life and himself. His dark hair was a disheveled mess, the end of his crooked nose ringed in the white powder he hadn’t bothered to wipe away. His cheekbones were sharper than ever, emaciated from too much cocaine use and too little food. Not that Vee could cast stones. She was high more often than not herself. But she used so she could disappear. To make her bullshit existence feel a little less awful. And the man in front of her was to blame for at least a decade of that misery. 

      Had she ever loved him? She tried to remember. Think back to her wedding day, the good days, before the constant fighting and abuse. Nothing came, though. If she ever loved him, it was long gone now. Just a fleeting softness as she remembered his infectious grin when he was trying to win her over. Something he hadn’t shown her in years.

      “Get out,” Vee said coldly.

      She wasn’t talking to Tony. No, she was talking to the woman on her knees, beneath his desk, trying to suck off a flaccid dick. Vee knew from experience that cocaine did nothing for Tony in the bedroom anymore. Back in the old days, when he still enjoyed life, the drug used to lift him up, make him feel invincible, crave Vee’s affection. Back then, sex and drugs were the only thing they had in common. Now it was just one of those. And Vee was about done with all of it.

      Nobody moved. Tony’s eyes flicked to Vee and then glazed over again, unfocused. He was sprawled back in his chair, head tilted back against the leather. He lifted a ringed hand, waving it toward the door, telling her to go.

      She was long past feeling hurt over his constant rejections and mistreatments. She was pretty much numb these days. Tony never took her seriously, anyway. She used to be his doll, his lovely trophy wife, now she was so much less. The hag who spent his money and screamed at him on a semi-regular basis. Not even the beatings could stop her tongue. She still had some pride, as unrecognizable as it was.

      She wasn’t going to have a single problem taking out the master of all her suffering. She was following the Bolivian cartel’s orders. It was time to bring Miami back under control, and she was going to be the woman to do it.

      “I said get the fuck out,” Vee snarled, pacing forward. She lifted the gun she’d been clutching when she sought her husband out in his office and slammed it down on his desk. The whore jumped, banging her head on the edge of the desk as she finally surfaced, peeking over to stare at Vee. “Right fucking now, unless you think this pig is worth dying for. Then, by all means, stay where you are. I’ll happily do you next.”

      When the woman didn’t move fast enough, Vee pointed the gun at her face. She blinked, crawled quickly out from under the desk and ran shrieking from the office, straight out the French doors and into the huge, immaculate back yard. Vee wanted to laugh at the topless bitch, but again, hypocritical. Vee’d done similar and worse, selling her looks, prostituting herself for protection. The only difference being she was pretty enough, tough enough and bitchy enough to demand a ring for her effort.

      Tony ignored the gun completely. She’d handled them before and he knew better than to think his delicate blond wife was going to be any kind of threat. “Fucking unbelievable,” he grumbled, Cuban accent strong in his befuddled state. He sat up a little straighter and finally looked at her. “What the fuck you doin’ coming in here like that and scaring off my bitch? Now you need to get over here and finish me off.”

      Vee laughed coldly. “We both know you aren’t even hard. Don’t act like you could’ve gotten off, even with a pretty piece of fluff like her.”

      His eyes sharpened, and his brow lowered. “Maybe if I didn’t have such a frigid bitch for a wife, I’d bang you once in a while. Maybe if I did that you’d quit acting like a sullen fucking piece of work, moping around the mansion all day, shopping or whatever the shit you do.”

      He was definitely not going to make this hard.

      “I want a divorce, Tony,” she demanded, tapping her gun against the wood.

      He laughed, banging his hand on top of the desk. Maybe if he was fast enough, cared enough, he could’ve reached out and grabbed her weapon. But Tony Montana was too much of a macho man to believe his wife would actually threaten him.

      “Even if we could get a divorce, we won’t. That ain’t how it works in our world and you know it as well as I do. You know too much to ever be released from our marriage. No, Vee, we’re stuck together. Until death do us part.” He snickered at his own cleverness, no doubt planning her death so he could replace her with the inflated bimbo running across the backyard. 

      “I was hoping you’d see it that way.” Vee smiled for the first time in a long time. “I was thinking a more permanent solution might be necessary anyway.”

      She braced her legs, lifted the gun, and pointed it at him. The shit-eating smirk drifted off his lips as his face twisted into an ugly, hate-filled mask. “Put the fucking gun down, Vee. I’m not going to tell you again.”

      She shrugged. “You don’t need to.”

      “Don’t you fucking dare,” he snarled, raising up from his chair and slamming his fists down onto the desk. “I’m going to beat the life out of — ”

      He didn’t get to finish his sentence. Vee shot him once, clean in the middle of his forehead, and once more through the heart after he was flung back into his chair. She didn’t want to risk him surviving, going comatose, and becoming even more annoying than he already was. Better just to make it a clean hit. 

      She wasn’t worried about Tony’s protection detail. They were either being eliminated or surrendering to the Bolivian’s second-in-command, Alejandro. Vee’s only job was to cut off the head of the snake. A symbolic action that would help solidify her leadership as the new Queen of Miami’s mafia.

      Looking dispassionately at her dead husband’s body, she felt strong; she felt powerful… she felt relieved. Her legs folded underneath her and she collapsed to the floor, one hand still clutching the gun while the other gripped the edge of the desk. She folded in on herself, allowing herself this one single moment to just feel. To finally feel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          One year later

        

      

    

    
      Vee woke with a start, gun in hand. She expected to see her dead husband standing over her, ready to exact bloody retribution. Chest heaving, eyes wide in the darkness of her bedroom, she once more struggled to banish his ghost as her dream washed away in the reality of late morning. She shoved white blond hair off her forehead and scrambled for the vibrating phone that had woken her up. She kept it on or near her pillow when she slept. It must have fallen into the folds of her blankets when she’d gotten trapped in the hell of her nightmare.

      Luckily, the iPhone didn’t stop vibrating, so she was able to locate it quickly and check the caller ID. Casey Reyes. Vee closed her eyes and put a hand to her forehead. Normally, she would love getting a call from this woman, but today was going to be an exception.

      Vee swung her legs over the side of the bed and answered, her voice husky, “Hello Casey.”

      “Vee! My god, are you okay?” Casey asked, her voice higher pitched than usual, concern reverberating through her tone.

      Vee’s lips pulled into a tight smile. At least one of the Bolivians cared enough to check on her health before they sent a hit squad over the fiasco that was last night. “I’m okay,” she answered, looking down at the bandage covering her arm and wincing. Now that she was up and moving, the slash wound was definitely making itself known. “Fuckers in this town are savages, Casey. No respect for a lady just trying to do a little business.”

      There was silence for a moment and then Casey said quietly, “Tell me about it.”

      Vee sighed and made her way to the washroom for a quick pee. She hoped Casey wouldn’t be able to hear, but seriously, if girl was going to wake her up after a night like last night and then demand answers, then she was going to have to deal with a little nature. Vee pulled her panties and satin pyjama pants down and got to business in both senses of the word. “Same old. It’s the Mexicans acting up again, taking a swipe at my authority in my town. Bastards simply refuse to settle into the new way of life around here. I’m running this city with an iron fist, yet those guys will not bow down to a woman.”

      “This is the third time, Vee. The third time they’ve questioned your authority and the third lost shipment,” Casey said, her voice catching with worry. “I know you’re tough as nails, but what if they get in a lucky shot? I don’t want to lose you, babe.”

      Vee finished up and washed her hands before making her way to the kitchen. She set the kettle on the stove to boil. A little old-fashioned, but then, she was an old-fashioned girl at heart and coffee was no longer an option. 

      “I’ll be fine,” Vee replied, wandering to the window of her condo and gazing at the ocean stretching out as far as she could see. The sight never failed to soothe. “Everyone else is falling into line. It’s just some of these Latin guys who refuse to see a woman as equal. I can handle the bullshit. I handled last night.”

      “Were you able to put them down decisively this time?”

      Vee squeezed the phone tight and pictured the pig that had slashed her. Her guy had held him down while she put a bullet in his head. Her smile turned feral. “I got a few.”

      Casey sighed irritably. “But not the cause of all this trouble.”

      “No,” Vee acknowledged and turned back to the stove to pull the hissing kettle off the heat. She poured hot water over the herbs in her tea strainer and enjoyed the simple pleasure of peach berry aroma teasing her senses. “I can’t get to him from up here and my hold on the city is too tenuous for me to leave and go hunting.”

      “I understand,” Casey said.

      Vee knew that Casey Reyes did understand. Women in their world, the mafia world, held precarious positions. Though she was a wife, Casey was also a partner and a powerhouse in her own right. Her husband built her up and set her up at his side as his queen. Then Casey had convinced him to set Vee up as their Miami contact and distributer on the East Coast. The catch? Vee’s husband had to go.

      Not a big deal. He was a useless waste of space fuck with no good head for business. She’d been running most of his operation in the shadows for years, anyway. But convincing Tony’s contacts to trust her after she’d done the bloody deed? Now that had taken some work. She was ruthless though, and with an army at her back, she’d taken control of the city. The only problem had come in the form of one particular Mexican cartel.

      “But your husband doesn’t understand,” Vee said, her voice hard. She tapped the tea strainer against the edge of the cup to catch the extra drops and tossed it in the sink.

      Casey sighed. “He’s sending someone.”

      Fuck. 

      Vee’s arm throbbed viciously as she thought of the type of guy Reyes would send to her city and she nearly dropped her cup. She rested her elbow on the edge of the counter and counted slowly to ten, taking deep breaths to steady herself. Casey remained silent, giving her time. God bless this girl. They really did understand each other, despite nearly a decade's difference in age.

      Vee opened her eyes and made her way back to the calming, picturesque view, clearly visible from the balcony window. The sparkling ocean, sometimes lazy and drifting, sometimes angry and choppy, always soothed her riotous emotions. The reason she lived here, in a secret location, rather than the mansion she’d shared with her husband. Most still believed she lived there. She preferred it that way. She blew on the tea, took a tentative sip and grimaced. God, how she missed coffee. But she no longer used mind-altering substances of any kind. Not even caffeine.

      “Alejandro,” she finally said, trying to keep her voice cool and steady.

      She didn’t want the Bolivian’s second-in-command in her city. He was brutal, bossy and Latin to his core. He would come in and get right in her business, tear her operation apart while looking for flaws. He would find none. But he would piss her off in the process. She would have to keep her head and allow it if she wanted to stay on Reyes’ good side. Then she would have to team up with the big Bolivian and allow his help with getting Mexico in line. 

      The thought of needing anyone’s help made her grit her teeth. It was at times like this that she wished she’d been born a man. She was better at this job than any man she’d ever met, yet because she was a woman, she had to constantly fight and claw her way through the vicious underbelly of Miami. And just when she thought she’d landed in a sweet spot, the goddamn Mexican cartel backed her into a corner… again.

      “Not Alejandro,” Casey told her.

      “Who then?” Vee demanded, surprised.

      Casey paused, clearly not wanting to say. Damn, this was bad. If not Alejandro, then who were the Bolivians sending to secure their American investment? She could feel sweat forming in her palms. 

      “Just tell me,” she said tonelessly.

      “Sotza.”

      Vee’s heart stopped. Blindly, she set her teacup down and reached for the sofa, falling onto it in a heap. Fuck. She was so fucked.

      “The Gentleman Butcher,” she breathed, not even realizing she spoke the words out loud.

      “I wouldn’t recommend you call him that to his face, Vee,” Casey said drily. “He doesn’t have much tolerance for nicknames.”

      Vee’s head spun and she had to put her face on her knees so she wouldn’t pass out. She forced her whirling mind to focus. She needed a clear brain for this new development. Life had just become very, very dangerous.

      “This is bad, Casey,” she finally said.

      “I know,” the other woman acknowledged. “I tried to talk him out of it.”

      Him being Reyes. They both knew that despite Casey’s position at his side, when Reyes made a decision, he was immoveable. He clearly didn’t like the way the Mexicans kept handing Vee her ass and he was going to make sure it didn’t happen again. But sending The Butcher to her city…

      “He hasn’t stepped foot on this continent since…” she trailed off, realizing the effect her words could have on her friend.

      “Since my mother died,” Casey finished for her. “He’s over it, Vee. He’s been over it for a long time and he’s ready to stamp territory again. He’s quiet but deadly. You need to be so, so careful, hon.”

      Vee laughed a little hysterically. “Don’t I know it! He was cutting a bloody path through everything South of the border when I was still in pigtails. The stories I’ve heard… they make even my blood run cold and I don’t scare easily.”

      “He’s not such a bad guy,” Casey said as brightly as she could. “I like him.”

      “That’s because you are your mother’s daughter, baby girl,” Vee said sarcastically. “I’m just the bitch standing between him and the Miami gateway.” She grew serious. “And your husband is sending him after me.”

      “I’m sorry,” Casey whispered.

      “I’m about to become deposed, aren’t I?” Vee’s voice broke.

      Casey said nothing for a moment and then, “Don’t get dead, Vee.”

      She laughed bitterly. “No promises.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      The Gentleman Butcher. 

      That was what the locals called him. Not to his face, of course. He found the moniker amusing. If he hadn’t, then it wouldn’t have stuck around for as long as it did. He supposed it suited him. He got his hands dirty when the occasion necessitated his special brand of intervention. And he was particular; in some ways, quite fastidious. What was the point in wearing a $10,000 suit if it was going to get covered in gore? So, he’d developed a habit of removing his suit jacket and tie, rolling up his sleeves and then torturing his victims brutally, ruthlessly while spraying as little blood as possible. His methods had become well known and earned him the nickname of Gentleman despite his being anything but.  

      He certainly did not feel the gentleman when it came to a certain woman he was supposed to be meeting with. He glanced impatiently at his watch. She was eight minutes late. He’d already planned on removing her, but the disrespect she was showing would earn her some time in his dungeon first. He’d intended on making it quick in deference to her gender and the aforementioned nickname. But, apparently, she wasn’t going to play nice.

      Too bad. She hadn’t been doing a terrible job of handling Miami. But South America couldn’t lose their foothold to the Mexicans, and she didn’t have the strength to hold out. Now it was up to Sotza to act decisively and brutally to make sure this gateway to their international trade on the East Coast wasn’t compromised because of her poor handling of Mexico. She should have asked for help when she had the chance. She hadn’t. Now she would have to go.

      Sotza had no interest in taking over Miami for Reyes. He was simply doing the man a favour. And it was time for him to visit this strange and beautiful country again. He’d let it go far too long. Time to take back some territory and re-establish his reputation as The Butcher among the Americans before they forgot who he was.

      His gaze flicked to the front door of the club; an establishment Reyes inherited from Hernandez during the Miami takeover. An interesting place to meet. Lady’s choice, of course. She wanted to meet in public. Smart, but ultimately pointless. He was more than capable of getting to her if and when he wanted. He saw her the moment she stepped foot in the door, flanked by two dark-suited bodyguards.

      As she walked into the club, she had to blink away the bright Miami sun before she could take stock of her surroundings. He had the advantage of being able to study her for a moment before she caught sight of him. Stunning was too weak a word to describe the Miami madam. She was utterly breathtaking. She certainly stole his breath. Something no woman had done to him. Ever.

      It was an… uncomfortable sensation that had him resisting the urge to lift a palm to his chest and rub. She turned her head, her severely cut shoulder-length white blond hair moving with her. Once her eyes settled on him and his men, she moved through the club with detached ease, despite knowing exactly who he was and why he was there. She wasn’t stupid, and neither was Casey Reyes. This woman had to have been warned. She should be in another country by now, running as far and as fast as she could get. Yet, here she was, meeting with the man who intended to take her throne. She was an astonishingly brave woman.

      The feeling in his chest intensified as she approached his table, leaving him momentarily speechless and unable to stand for a greeting. She narrowed her darkly tinted lashes, perceiving an insult in his refusal to stand. She remained silent and refused to sit, putting them in a wordless standoff. So, he sat and studied her while he attempted to regain his equilibrium. Her clothes, face, hair, nails and shoes were all deliberately chosen. She wore a high-waisted white pencil skirt that stopped just above her knee. She paired it with a sleeveless rose-coloured silk blouse that sat high on her neck. Her jewelry was a basic silver chain, diamond studs, and a gold band on the middle finger of her right hand. Everything about her was understated, basic, but expensive and elegant. 

      Except her shoes. She wore sky-high silver stilettoes with solid steel heels that ended in an unusually sharp point. Blood pounded through his body and, without conscious thought, he stood, towering over his prey. Even though she wore five-inch stilettos, he was still a good half foot taller than her.

      “Elvira Montana,” he finally said, keeping his voice low and cool.

      He gave her his hand. He was a little surprised, given his seeming snub when she first walked up to him, that she took it without hesitation, putting her much smaller hand in his and squeezing. He wanted to hold it longer, experience the texture of her skin, press his thumb against her fine bones and feel the beat of her pulse. But she pulled her hand quickly back.

      “Vee,” she said in a pleasantly husky voice.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Pardon me?”

      “Please, call me Vee,” she corrected him. “I despise both the names Elvira and Montana. So please, just call me Vee.”

      He nodded, his gaze sliding over her, down and then up until finally their eyes met. Ice. Cold. Incomparable, diamond-hard blue. Her face was smooth, flawless, giving away none of her thoughts. He wanted her on her knees, pleading for her life, a life that belonged to him now. Those ice chip eyes turned liquid with fear. Yet… he also wanted her in a bed, naked, eyes on fire, begging for the release only he could give her.

      He allowed none of his thoughts to touch his face. He’d learned long ago never to allow the enemy to see an emotion until the time was right; usually seconds before death. Elvira clearly had the same training. Her eyes were dead as the grave. Pride swelled in his chest at the way she handled him, alongside the lust and the desire to stamp ownership all over this woman. At his age, he was neither going to question these urges nor go against what instinct was telling him. 

      His plans had changed. Elvira Montana would no longer become a casualty of the upcoming war. The Butcher was about to steal a queen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          Three weeks later

        

      

    

    
      Sotza was waging war in her city. And he was winning.

      Vee paced the floor of her office, steel heels tapping impatiently against the marble as she waited for her second-in-command to make an appearance. The back of her white silk blouse fluttered when she turned sharply, making her way back across the pale hardness of the floor toward the opposite wall. The aura of subdued violence surrounding her was unmistakable. Like a caged tiger, she was ready to hunt and dismember her prey. Only she had no idea where the fucker was hiding.

      After their initial meeting when battle lines had been drawn, they had gone their separate ways and she hadn’t seen hide nor hair of the Gentleman Butcher. Though his presence lingered throughout the city as her contacts fell one by one, whether through clever negotiation, or, when that hadn’t worked, brutal persuasion. Sotza was making a very clear impression in the Miami underground. There was a new commander in town.

      She wanted to gut the man, dance on his spilling entrails and laugh like a loon while she did it. She’d never felt this kind of all-consuming rage before. Not even during the years of humiliating abuse she’d suffered at Tony’s hands. And that had really been something. She’d learned cool poise and the ability to conduct herself perfectly in all circumstances while under Tony Montana’s regime. She became the ultimate ice queen, never allowing anything to touch her. And now Sotza walks into her city and takes over, makes the entire East Coast hub roll over, without so much as a by-your-leave.

      She wanted the man dead more than she’d even wanted Tony dead. And that was saying something, considering that by the end Tony had been her least favourite person on the planet.

      Vee had even tried to enlist Casey’s help, knowing the phone call would prove useless. But desperate time’s… Sure enough, Casey apologized and told her she’d already tried to get Reyes to call off the Venezuelan, but he was firm. Reyes wanted Miami under new leadership. Vee had been given her chance and she’d fucked it up by letting the Mexicans humiliate her.

      Casey had ended the call, echoing her previous advice. “Don’t get dead.”

      No promises.

      The Butcher had no mercy. He was certainly showing her city none, as he cut a bloody swathe through it while staking his claim. Everyone, not just the underworld, noticed the increased violence. News channels reported on gang wars throughout the area. Soon Sotza would tire of the battles and come knocking on her door to finish the war. Though she was well-armed with a veritable army at her disposal, she knew the man well enough to know it likely wouldn’t be enough. He was a ghost. If and when he wanted her dead, she would get dead.

      The fingers she had crossed over her arms tightened until her long, coral-tinted nails nearly pierced skin, reminding her that, for the time being, she was still alive. She would make the most of her remaining time. She wouldn’t go out like her husband, arrogant on his throne, a weak shadow of his former self. She would die the way she lived, cool and proud to the end, fighting for her place. No regrets.

      A loud knock interrupted her grim thoughts. Expecting this particular visitor, she made her way behind the large, ornate desk and called clearly and sharply, “Come.”

      Danny Russo, her second-in-command, entered the room, his face expressionless. Stocky and muscular, loyal to the last bone in his body, Danny was the man behind much of her success in Miami. Accompanying him was another of her men and between them a somewhat roughed up, shaken half-Cuban who looked as though he would prefer to be anywhere but in the Montana mansion, facing the wrath of the Montana widow as she stood to confront him, a letter knife held delicately between her fingers.

      She nodded toward a guest chair and then sighed a little. She really didn’t want to have this demonstration in the house, but, as she was going to allow Luis to leave the mansion alive, she didn’t want him seeing anything beyond her spacious office. Perhaps she should have gone down to her dockyards. No, not hers anymore. Sotza’s now.

      Danny had deemed the docks too much of a risk. She wanted to show Sotza that she still had power in this city, despite his seeming invincibility. Her people had picked up the head of shipping security himself. The man she’d been bribing for years to help bring in her shipments.

      “You’ve disappointed me, Luis,” she said, ice dripping from every word. The man shuddered and shook his head, opening his mouth to lie to her. Vee cut him off. “I’m not interested in listening to your snivelling bullshit. I’m having a bad few weeks and the last thing I wanted to hear today was that the dockyard fell without so much as a single spilled drop of blood.”

      “Please, Mrs. Montana!” Luis blubbered as she rounded the desk toward him. He would have stood, but Danny held him with a hand on his shoulder. “It ain’t like that. H-he threatened us. The Butcher, you know? He told us our lives and the lives of our families were as good as dead unless we gave up the shipments and manifests. We didn’t have a choice!”

      “And you didn’t think your lives would be just as dead if you did?” Vee asked sharply. Without waiting for an answer, she gripped the sharp letter opener in both hands and plunged it down into his leg, just above the knee. 

      Luis screamed and tried to clutch the knife, but Danny held his arms from behind. Vee pulled the knife out, ignoring the drops of blood that splattered across the hem of her shirt. She held the tip against his neck and snapped loudly, “Shut the fuck up so I can speak.”

      Luis brought himself under control, sweat streaking from his hairline, his wild eyes on hers. Finally, he nodded slightly, though it was clear he was trying not to pass out. She sighed and rolled her eyes. She despised weak men, and this one could barely handle a little stabbing. She really should put him out of his misery and try the next dockyard security expert.

      “I’m going to do you a favour, Luis,” she told him in a cool voice. “I’m going to give you another chance to prove your loyalty to me and mine. Only this time you aren’t going to fuck it up or I’ll be giving you a whole lot more than this minor scratch. You understand?”

      Luis nodded frantically. “Yes, thank you, Mrs. Montana. You won’t regret it.”

      She was already regretting it. Her fingers twitched with the effort not to plunge the blade through his eyeball. But she needed him alive. He was the only one who knew exactly when and where her shipments were coming in. She needed that cargo to prove her value to the Bolivians if she was going to stand any chance of survival.

      “You’re going to redirect the ships holding my cargo containers to new pickup locations, yes?” She arched an eyebrow until it met her severely cut bangs. “And then you will only tell my man, Danny, where those locations are. Are we quite clear?”

      He nodded quickly until she was sure there were spots swimming in his vision from blood loss. She’d been careful not to nick an artery, but the letter opener wasn’t small. He now had a quarter-sized hole in his leg. “Quite clear, quite clear!”

      “Good,” she snapped, straightening. She held her hand with the knife low at her side. “Because if we have to have this conversation again, Luis, I can assure you, it won’t be under such pleasant circumstances.”

      Vee watched as his eyes nearly bugged out of his head. She knew what he saw, what he was thinking. The beautiful madam of Miami, standing in all her glory in front of him, wearing a white, now blood-splattered blouse, black pencil skirt and silver stilettos. The almost matronly pearls she wore at her throat oddly out of place, yet also very much a part of her look. 

      She crossed to the other side of her desk, set the knife down, then coldly dismissed him. “You may leave.” 

      The look she shot Danny told him that their guest didn’t need to get back to the dockyards comfortably. She turned her back on the pair and took a few steps to the window while they exited the office. Damn it, now she’d have to get a cleaner in for the floor and chair. She hated doing business indoors.
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      Something woke her up. Vee knew better than to question her instincts, they were honed to perfection. She took immediate action, rolling across her bed, one hand reaching for her phone and the other for her revolver. She wasted a few precious seconds to shock when both hands came up empty. Someone had searched the bed while she was asleep in it and had taken both items.

      Fuck.

      Somehow, someone had managed to bypass her bodyguards and her security to make it into her bedroom. She knew exactly who was capable of such a deed. And she was pretty sure if he was finally here, that he’d decided it was her time to die.

      “I won’t go down easy,” she said into the darkness, pleased to note that she managed to keep her voice as coolly steady as always. No point turning into a snivelling coward now. She’d faced worse and kept her shit together. She remained frozen, kneeling on her bed, listening.

      His sinister chuckle seemed to echo through the room. She couldn’t tell over her own terror and the pounding of her heart where exactly he was standing. She had no gun, no way to defend herself if he attacked. A click startled her, and lamplight filled the room blinding her for a few precious seconds. Still, she moved her head to the side expecting to see his tall shadowed form standing next to the lamp.

      “Wouldn’t be much fun if you didn’t put up a fight,” he said from the end of the bed.

      How the fuck had he gotten there so fast?

      Vee’s head swiveled toward his voice and she blinked a few times until she could see him properly. That voice never failed to send shivers skittering down her spine. The clipped British accent told her he’d either gone to boarding school in England or been tutored by a Brit. Not the standard for Spanish speakers below the border unless they came from money.

      He stood a few feet from her, his gaze fixed on her. Every dark hair on his head was perfectly in place, silver touching his temples and sideburns. He was dressed impeccably, expensive suit, fitted perfectly to his tall, muscular frame. He’d taken the jacket off though, removed the tie and rolled the sleeves up. Not a good sign when the Gentleman Butcher made himself more comfortable.

      She lifted her gaze to meet his. She was shocked by the warmth in his expression. Was he toying with her? Where was his death mask, his impassivity? Who looked so fucking friendly just before they destroyed someone.  She expected her executioner’s face to reflect something a little closer to death or emotionlessness at the very least. Instead his dark brown eyes almost glowed from beneath lowered eyebrows as they took in her dishevelled appearance. She’d been so tired from trying and failing to bring the dockyard back under her control that she’d stripped out of her clothes and pulled on her satin pyjama top over a pair of panties and fallen into bed. A few buttons had come undone while she was sleeping and the top now slid down one shoulder.

      Damn, she hated being anything less than professional. And her hair must be a complete mess. She hadn’t even washed yesterday’s makeup from her face. Mascara would be smudged beneath her lids, giving her a raccoon-like appearance. She heaved an annoyed sigh and shoved a hand though her hair, upending her bangs. “Can we please get on with this execution? At least then I’ll be able to get a little sleep.”

      His lips pressed into a flat line and his nostrils flared a little, clearly unamused by her flippancy. Well score one for the dead girl breathing, she thought, expecting to feel the sharp edge of his blade at any moment.

      “I didn’t come here to take your life,” he said, the edge to his voice letting her know that she needed to tread carefully lest he change his mind.

      “Why are you here then?” She tried to freeze him out with her tone as she pulled at her pyjama top in an attempt to cover more skin. His eyes tracked the movement. She shivered as though he’d actually touched her, then dropped her hand.

      “I brought gifts.” He bent to retrieve something. She tensed, ready to roll off the bed and flee. Not that she would make it far, but she was certainly going to try if he did anything she deemed even slightly murdery. Instead, he straightened and set two boxes on the bed in front of her kneeling form. One was bigger, about the size of her pillow and the other much smaller, the size of the palm of her hand. “Open the larger one first.”

      Hands shaking, she reached for the larger box, pulling it toward her. It was a perfectly square, white box wrapped with a red ribbon. It was heavy, heavier than she expected and something inside rustled when she moved it. She glanced up. Sotza’s expression had gone flat, empty, dead. Whatever was in this box was business.

      Heart pounding, Vee tensed her body, knowing she wasn’t going to like his ‘gift’ but with no other choice she pulled the ribbon. The bow unravelled under her trembling fingers, falling easily away. Vee stared into Sotza’s eyes as she lifted the lid. His eyes lit with feral satisfaction as the smell of death was released from the box. Her nose automatically wrinkled at the foul odor and she forced herself to look down.

      She’d known what was in the box before she opened it. If the prick was expecting her to break into hysterics and cower, he was about to be sadly disappointed. She remained perfectly motionless except to tap one long coral-tipped fingernail against the edge of the box as she forced herself to look at the grisly contents. After a long moment, when she thought an appropriate amount of time had passed, she lifted her chin and gave Sotza an impertinent stare, arching her eyebrow.

      “Oh dear,” she said in her chilliest voice. “It appears I’ll have to find a new contact at the dockyard.”

      She glanced back down at Luis’ severed head, nestled in a cocoon of bloody plastic, his sightless cloudy eyes staring at nothing. “Pity,” she continued. “I despised his weakness but enjoyed the benefits of having someone on the inside.”

      Sotza chuckled, amused by her studied indifference as she replaced the lid on her ‘gift’ and set the package aside. She eyed him wondering if he’d done the deed himself. Then she decided he had. He’d delivered the package personally, a message to let her know that her interference in the city he was systematically taking over would not be tolerated. He’d somehow found out about her meeting with Luis that morning and intercepted the man, perhaps thinking she needed a lesson in understanding that his nickname of Butcher was well deserved in case anyone had doubts.

      “Open the other package,” he said, his deep voice becoming a caress.

      She looked up at him sharply, noting the intimacy. Not something she was expecting and definitely not something she was used to hearing. Men had become her subordinates, not her equal and definitely not her lover or master.

      She reached for the box. It was also perfectly square, though much smaller than the other. Shaped exactly like the other box with a tiny pink ribbon wrapped around it. She was relieved that the ribbon wasn’t red like the box containing Luis’ head. Using the tips of her fingernails she pulled at the edge of the ribbon until it came apart in her hands. She pulled the lid off the box. Inside was another box, a jeweler’s box. Was it a severed finger?

      Frowning, she glanced up at Sotza who was watching her with a new intensity. The light from her lamp cast his face into angles, caressing his high, sharp cheekbones and sculpted lips. Sotza was an extremely elegant, handsome man, but only in the same way one might consider Lucifer good-looking. He was also the most terrifying, chilling man she’d ever had the misfortune to meet.

      “Open it,” he demanded, his voice holding an edge of impatience, telling her she had no choice.

      Vee had no idea what to expect, but his countenance, his very presence in her bedroom told her that whatever was in this box would alter the course of her life. However short that life may be. She pried open the lid and dropped her gaze. Icy denial rushed through her, crashing into heart-stopping reason. She knew what this was… yet it couldn’t be possible.

      She pulled the stunning engagement ring from the box and held it up, her eyebrows disappearing into her bangs. She knew enough about jewelry to know that this was top of the line, worth probably close to a half million dollars. A light pink diamond surrounded by smaller diamonds set in a white gold band. Her heart thumped a crazy rhythm as she tried to make sense of what was happening.

      Far from murdering her in her bed, Sotza was… proposing to her? No, that wasn’t right. The Butcher wasn’t the type of man to ask anyone anything. He took what he wanted, just as he was taking Miami. But Vee wasn’t free for the taking. She would never marry again, never again be under the control of another human being.

      She stared at him in dismay, a frown creasing her forehead, the ring held out in her fingertips like it was poison. “What does this mean?” she asked hoarsely.

      “I’m declaring my intentions,” he said, the intimacy in his tone unmistakable now, despite the old-world language he used.

      “No!” she said immediately. “You can’t.”

      He stepped up to the bed and reached for her. If Vee had the wits left in her head for self-preservation she would have fled. But shock held her rooted to the bed. He took her wrist in a firm hold, his long, warm fingers banding around her, holding her still while he took the ring from her. He flipped her hand over and pushed the ring onto the third finger. It was a perfect fit. Of course.

      With a gasp she tried to tug her hand away, but he held her firm, the steel in his hold translating to his face, turning their encounter into something much deadlier. She stopped struggling, holding perfectly still. He dominated her with that single touch, his tall body leaning over hers, folded on the bed. She tried to lean away but he followed her, catching the back of her head with his other hand and forcing her to remain in his grip. She could feel the strength running through his solid body, though he touched her only with his hands.

      He leaned until his face hovered over hers and she could see the gold flecks in the dark brown depths of his eyes. She shivered under the sinister onslaught of The Butcher’s perusal. His voice vibrated with authority when he spoke. “This ring does not come off. You understand?”

      Vee stared back, her blue eyes icy as the arctic. She refused to speak. Refused to acknowledge his edict. His fingers clenched in the back of her hair, catching the fine strands and tugging. He dropped his lips to hers, startling her with a quick, hard kiss. It was just the press of his closed mouth against hers, opened slightly in a gasp of surprise. It shouldn’t have been erotic, yet somehow, it sent lightning bolts zinging through her body sparking an awareness she hadn’t felt in years. Perhaps never. Her eyes flew open before he pulled away. His gaze met hers and she saw satisfaction burning there.

      He spoke barely an inch away from her mouth, his warm breath marking her. “Take that ring off and there will be consequences, Vee.”

      He released her, allowing her to collapse back onto the bed. She landed palms down on all fours. She knew the position looked sexual, that he could see her underwear; caught the flash of lustful heat in his gaze before he shuttered it. He scooped up the larger of the boxes and headed out the bedroom door. Vee scrambled off the bed and followed him.

      She was extremely conscious of her bare legs but wanted to keep eyes on her deadly intruder at all times. He set the box down on her kitchen island and turned back to her, his gaze sweeping her from head to toe in one heated glance. She shivered and crossed her arms. Then uncrossed them, aware that the hem off her nightshirt rode up the edge of her thighs when she did that.

      “I’ll be in touch,” he told her and left through the front door of her condo, resetting her alarm system. Vee gaped after him. Belatedly, she wondered what the hell had happened to her bodyguards? She hoped they weren’t dead.

      God, what had she done to deserve this? Comeuppance perhaps for murdering her first husband without a shred of remorse. Now she would be forced into the company of the devil himself?

      And what the fuck was wrong with Sotza anyway? Who decided they wanted to get married after a single meeting? To the woman he’s supposed to dispose of. The whole concept was bizarre and crazy. But she knew enough about the man that he would be determined once he set a course of action. If he wanted Vee to become his wife, he would do everything in his power to make it happen.

      And she was going to do anything and everything she could to get herself out of this sham of an engagement and reclaim her city. Perhaps if he imagined himself in love, or something equally ridiculous, she could eventually get close enough to kill him.

      Looking down at the ring that adorned her left hand, Vee did the one thing she knew would declare all-out war with the terrifying man who had just staked his claim on her. She slid the ring off her finger and placed it deliberately on the counter, then turned and stomped back to bed. She would deal with Luis, or what was left of him, and the ring and in the morning.
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      Sotza went to ground while Vee spent the next few weeks desperately plotting ways to keep her city safe from him. She sensed him orchestrating her downfall, manoeuvering each player, each hub, playing a chess game with a foregone conclusion. He planned and executed like the ruler of an oppressed kingdom, as though born and bred to destabilize an entire regime without the worry of tarnish to his crown. Which was exactly what he was; born to be king.

      Vee knew it was him stamping his presence all over her city, even if no one else actually saw The Butcher and lived to tell. Other gangs, cartel guys and wannabe kingpins working within Miami toppled as his men moved, cleaning house. They rarely touched Vee’s holdings, except for the dockyard. It was whispered throughout the city, among Vee’s rivals, that she and Sotza had set up a partnership. She knew better. The ruthless cartel boss was just saving her for last. Everyone else was the fucking main course. She was to be his dessert.

      “We have to take the dockyard back; it’s a key gateway between Miami and most foreign markets,” Danny explained, a map of the dockyard spread between him and Vee. “The water isn’t near as regulated as air and land.”

      Vee nodded in agreement. She knew all that. “Won’t he expect retaliation? He’ll know I’m coming for it.”

      “Maybe,” he shrugged. “It’s been a few weeks and security seems to have gotten lax. He probably thinks you’re giving it up for now and focusing effort on tightening security on your other investments, yeah? Plus, he’s concentrating on the Cubans at the moment. I’m telling you, boss, now is the time to strike. Tonight.”

      She nodded thoughtfully a slight frown creasing her brows. Sotza didn’t seem like the type to let security go lax around a key point. He was not a stupid man by any stretch. So, what was he playing at? But, Danny was also correct. They needed to strike while Sotza was looking the opposite way. If they could somehow bring the Venezuelans to their knees she would stand a fighting chance.

      “Okay,” Vee agreed, nodding sharply. “We go in tonight. But we go in quiet, as little noise as possible. Take them out one at a time if we can, just in case this is some kind of trick to draw us in.”

      “Vee…” he started to say.

      “I’m going,” she snapped, cutting him off. “Non-negotiable. I’ll meet you in a few hours. Have an entry plan ready for us and several exit plans in case anything happens. Bring as many guys as you think we’ll need, but make sure they know how I want this going down. No mistakes, no casualties, you hear me?”

      He nodded, his face set in grim lines as he turned away. She sighed and left him to let himself out, going to her room to see what she had for stealthy dockyard takeover wear. Though he balked, Danny understood that she needed to be present for business meetings and such. But he absolutely despised when she insisted on joining the men for combat situations. Too fucking bad, she was the boss. She refused to send her people into places and situations she wouldn’t enter into herself. She may not be as combat ready as most of the men on her payroll, but she was fast, and she had a few tricks up her sleeve.
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