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            Prologue

          

          Andres

        

      

    

    
      Warmth hits my veins like sex after a long, agonizing dry spell. I take a breath, feeling the air rush through my lungs. Is it my imagination or is the air newer, fresher than the dank shit that was in here only moments ago? I sip at it like a man starving and lean back in the lounge chair, draping my arms over the side. I look at my left arm, at the needle sticking straight out from the vein. I think about reaching over to flick the used needle away, but my eyes catch on the tattoos surrounding the metal prick.

      Luna.

      Her name is a swirl of colour in the bleak wasteland of cartel tats that proclaim my place, my superiority within the organization run by family. Los Zetas. The most feared cartel in Mexico and beyond. And I am among the elite within this vast army of underworld thugs. These marks upon my body are trophies of war, my right of passage. Lost innocence. Except for Luna. The one mark I had written over and over; on my arms, my legs, my neck and over my heart. My salvation.

      She gives me the strength to reach out and take the needle between my fingers, now shaky from the drug flowing freely, blissfully through my system. I pull the metal from my arm and toss it away, uncaring where it lands. I settle back into the chair with a sigh and close my eyes, picturing her behind my lids. Her soft skin, that long, flowing mane, that luscious, curvy, utterly fuckable body.

      I wanted her from the first moment I saw her, standing over some stupid, mouthy cunt in a bar, her fist pulled back, a broken bottle held high, about to disfigure the other woman for life, if not kill her. I couldn’t look away. She was a warrior, a witch, the most gorgeous woman I’d ever seen in that hell hole Mexican town. Now she belongs to me. My Luna, my pretty baby. The thing that keeps me sane.

      Guilt starts to eat away at my high, tearing an ugly hole in the euphoria I’ve worked so hard to achieve. I know I need to push her away, shove my Luna to another place where she’s safe from all this evil bullshit. So fucking hard though. She’s been my everything for three years. I dragged her out of that poverty-stricken shithole and set her up on a pedestal where she can shine like the queen she is meant to be. My Luna, my love.

      Unbidden, her beautiful face floats through my drug hazed mind. I smile and reach for her, but she disappears. She disapproves. She hates the shit I pump into my veins, pretends she doesn’t know where I go for weeks on end, showing up eventually like a lost wolf, sick, starved and shivering, half the man I used to be. Shame eating at my insides, withdrawal eating away everything else.

      I blink and look up, see her in front of me. I frown; this isn’t her. She’s at home, safe in our bed, probably worried. She knows, but she doesn’t want to know. So she goes on without me when I disappear. We call it business, even though she’s wise enough to know when I’m actually away on Los Zetas work. She’s not stupid. She’ll protect me and my reputation with her life.

      “You can’t be here,” I whisper to her ghost, stumbling to my feet.

      She looks at me, looks through me. As though I don’t exist. Anger courses through my veins, speeding the drug. I shake my head bringing a hand up to center myself. I know I’m stumbling, swaying, should probably sit back down. But I need to send my pregnant wife back home, where she’ll be safe.

      “Get the fuck out of here,” I snarl, swiping at her.

      I immediately regret the action. I don’t want to hurt her. Fuck, I never wanted to hurt my Luna. Yet every time I leave her, leave to destroy these demons, immerse myself in the darkness so I won’t take it home, I know I’m stabbing her in the heart all over again. Those dark, bottomless eyes tell me of her love and pain each time I walk out the door with no intention of coming back until I’ve purged. Why the fuck did she have to come into my life? My greatest comfort, my worst shame.

      I collapse to my knees at her feet, unable to remain standing in a room that won’t stop spinning. I laugh wildly and reach for her, missing. “Stand still, esposa,” I demand, shouting at the mirage as it shimmers and dances out of reach.

      I continue to kneel at her feet, completely in awe of my glorious wife. Her body is full and round, pregnant with our second child. Tears rush to my eyes as I realize what I’ve done. Once more I have left my Luna, my wife, as she is so close to giving birth. I’ve been in this shack, shooting heroin into my veins for six days. It’ll take weeks of agonizing pain, and nightmarish withdrawals before I’m fit to go home again. She could give birth before I’m once more able to be with her. And she may not want me. Not that it matters. She’ll take me, regardless of her feelings, regardless of the state I’m in.

      For better or worse.

      It was for Luna that I came here. To purge the black from my soul. That last job was a sick fucking piece of work. The death of our enemy and his family had not been smooth or easy; like art, the passing of their regime had painted the walls in abstract. I had been placed in charge of the takeover and subsequent cleanup. A big job. One that had made my family proud.

      It also called to the beast in me. A bleak, dark creature that constantly tries to claw its way out. A thing that can’t be calmed by anything, not even my Luna. The only thing that suppresses the beast, the darkness, is heroin. My escape.

      I pull my gun from my holster, surprised it’s still there after so many hours, so many days, lurching in and out of my own mind. I hadn’t even bothered changing my clothes after the takeover. Simply picked up and left, instructing my men to finish the cleanup. I knew if I didn’t leave I would do something truly regrettable.

      I look up at the devastating lovely vision before me and slowly raise the gun, pointing it at her head. Even drugged out of my mind, I know my aim is good. “Be a good girl and go home, Luna,” I whisper. I pull the trigger. The shot echoes through the room, deafening me. I drop the gun and hunch over the floor, knowing I’m about to take my last trip. I can’t do this again. Can’t do it to my wife, my children, my sanity. I need to find a new way to release my demons.

      I sink my nails into the dusty wooden floor and scrape them toward me, hoping to feel something, at the same time wanting the numbness I came for.

      I look up, desperate for one last glimpse of my salvation, but she’s gone, banished. I sit back on my haunches and contemplate the next few weeks. Pain. I’ve been shot, stabbed, kicked in the balls. Nothing compares to heroin withdrawal. The horrific, sickening pain will let me know that I’m still alive. Still a man, a husband, a father.

      “Wait for me, Luna,” I whisper, collapsing until I’m sitting on the floor with my back against the chair behind me. “I’m coming home, cariño.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Luna

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Two years later

      

      

      “Mama, when are we going home?”

      I stop, my hand on the light switch. I take a breath and look over my shoulder at my four-year-old son, such a miniature replica of his father that my heart aches. Except this time, instead of a happy ache I feel an agonizing wrench. I blink back the tears, not wanting him to see my distress, and try to find my voice.

      “We might stay here for a while, cariño,” I tell him, keeping my voice steady. “I’m not sure yet.” It depends on whether or not your papá can find us.

      I go back to the bed and give him an extra kiss, pressing his small body against mine, absorbing his warmth and taking in his unique babyish scent, grateful he hasn’t lost it yet. Soon he’ll be bigger, will not want his mama to hold him so close and embarrass him with affection. Then I will have to settle for showering his younger sister with my love. I press my lips against his forehead and help him snuggle back under the blankets.

      “I miss papá,” he says sleepily, smothering a yawn against his pillow.

      “I know, baby,” I whisper, smoothing the hair back on his head.

      “Why couldn’t he come to Cuba with us?” His sooty black lashes blink up at me and for a moment I think I see accusation in those too-serious crystal blue eyes. He’s so much like his father I don’t know what I’ll do with him in a few years. Cristo is the main reason I made the decision to leave. I couldn’t abide the thought of this beautiful child becoming the dark, twisted anger-fueled man his father has become.

      The tears rush to the surface again as I contemplate a life without my Andres. It’s too bleak for words, yet it has become my chosen existence. I stand up and turn away. “He’s too busy working,” I say shortly. “Go to sleep.”

      I leave the room and go next door to check on Sola. My baby daughter is sound asleep in her crib, her fine black curls fuzzed out around her small head in a halo. She’s wearing a tiny purple jumper with the feet attached. I run my finger down her cheek, marvelling, as I always do, at the incredible softness. This little beauty stole my heart the moment she left my womb two years ago. She’s been a demanding little diva ever since, wrapping the men in her life around that tiny little finger. I pull her blanket up and kiss my fingertips pressing them against her tiny lips. I wish I could press my lips against her, inhale her scent, but I’m too short to bend that far over her crib.

      I leave the bedroom with a sigh of regret and wander down the hall toward the kitchen area. The house is modest but comfortable. I chose it because I was able to pay cash without raising suspicion. No one will question a Latina woman with children, settling into a small home on the outskirts of Havana; a bustling city with plenty of action but no one to mind my business. At least that’s what I’m hoping.

      “You okay?” Pedro’s deep voice draws my attention and I glance toward him.

      He’s standing in the back door, smoking a cigarette, blowing the stream of smoke out into the night. I wrinkle my nose in annoyance. I hate when people smoke around my children or even in the same home as my children. Pedro knows that this behaviour is borderline unacceptable, but he also knows I can’t complain much. I have no one else to protect me, no one else that would have left the Los Zetas organizations with the wife of a Decena. He knew it was suicide and still he came.

      I know why. Pedro wants me. He’s always wanted me. Fortunately for his health he was good at keeping his lustful thoughts to himself. If my husband had ever caught wind, Pedro would have begged for death long before Andres would’ve granted it. Instead, Pedro managed to place himself in a trusted position within the household as one of my personal bodyguard’s. A position that I shamelessly used in my bid for freedom.

      “What do you mean?” I ask coolly, flattening my gaze as I stare past him. Long years as a cartel wife have taught me how to keep my emotions to myself.

      “You left your husband and your home,” he says, taking another drag, this time not bothering to blow the stream outside. “They’ll come after you. No telling what he’ll do when he finds you. You must be upset.”

      My eyes settled on him, letting him know just how much of a cockroach I think he is. This man is far too beneath me to be speaking in such a familiar manner. It doesn’t matter that he helped get me and my children out of Mexico. We both know how he expects to get paid. “You don’t know me,” I finally say, my voice dripping with ice. “And you don’t know my husband if you think you can predict his actions. You will not speak to me of this again.”

      He holds his hands up as though surrendering and says, “My apologies Señora Decena. I only wanted to help.”

      “I will tell you when I require your assistance,” I snap, slamming a teacup onto the counter and setting the pot to boil. At least this place comes with a few of the essential amenities. “For now, you are dismissed.”

      I can feel his hesitation, can feel his brain working. He knows there is very little stopping him from simply taking what he wants. Taking what he came here for. My hands sneak around to the front of my bathrobe and tighten the knot below the counter where he can’t see, a useless gesture if he attacks.

      “Goodnight,” he grunts and turns away, leaving through the open door and closing it behind him. There is a small shack on the property that I told him to stay in. I stare after him at the dark window, still shaken. What am I going to do about him if he gets serious?

      I jump as the kettle starts whistling on the stovetop. Heart pounding in my chest I turn to take it off the heat and pour the hot water over my teabag. The soothing smell of chamomile teases my senses and helps to calm me. I take my cup to the table and slide onto the padded chair, setting my cup on the scarred table. Somehow this small, humble house calms me, despite the shabbiness. It reminds me of my home growing up, of mama. Her image comes unbidden to my mind. I smile at the bittersweet thought. My mama was strict, hard-working and crankier than a basket full of scorpions. But she was mine and she loved me.

      I take a sip of the hot tea allowing the heat to help settle my nerves. I laugh a little. There’s no way to settle my nerves now. I’m going to be a nervous wreck, looking over my shoulder for the rest of my, probably short, life. My husband is going to see this as the worst kind of betrayal. And it is. I’ve done what I threatened so many times to do. I’ve left him. But I haven’t just left him, I’ve taken his children with me. The first is unforgivable, the second is a death sentence. He won’t have a choice. His family will insist that he hunt and destroy the woman who stole his legacy.

      A shudder ripples through me and I try to shove such a grim thought to the back of my mind. I made my plan, executed it and now I must follow through. There can be no going back.

      A loud ringing sound crashes through my musing, startling me. My fingers shake the teacup splashing hot water over my hand. I cry out and leap up from the chair, rushing to the stove to snatch up the cloth hanging there. I press it against my hand and gulp deep breaths in. It’s not the burn that’s upsetting me though. It’s the phone, sitting on the counter where I left it. My emergency cell. The last connection I have to Andres.

      I knew he would call, and I knew that this moment would come. That I would only be able to answer this phone once. The ringing stops before I can pick up. But I know my husband. He’s a persistent bastard. He has now returned home to an empty house, no family, no note. He will give me this one opportunity to explain before he starts tearing the world up to find us.

      I take the three steps that bring me to the counter and stare down at the silver phone. Untraceable he once told me. In case there was ever a threat to the family and I needed to disappear. I was to take this phone so Andres could connect when it was safe to do so. He never imagined he would be calling the phone for this reason.

      It starts ringing again and I reach out with trembling fingers, wincing as pain from the burn shoots through my wrist. I feel dizzy at the coming confrontation. I pick up the phone, press the little green button and set it against my ear. “Andres,” I whisper, my voice weak and wobbly to my ears.

      “You’re safe?” he demands.

      “Yes,” I reply, trying to ignore the guilt eating at the edges of my consciousness. Of course the first thing my husband would want to know is if I am hurt. “And the children, we’re all safe.”

      “Then where the fuck are you?” he explodes, he deep voice echoing through the line.

      I wince, holding the phone slightly away. I picture him standing in our beautiful home in Mexico, on Los Zetas territory, at The Site. He would be alone, confused, justifiably angry. But I’m also angry. And I am done. I can’t survive this marriage anymore, never knowing if he’s going to come home or if he’s going to allow the darkness to finally take him. Or if an enemy has finally murdered the man I love. But most of all, I refuse to agonize over the years to come, the unimaginable pain we’ll be causing our children.

      “I can’t tell you,” I say, trying to infuse some strength into my words.

      There’s a moment of silence. I hold my breath and wait, not quite knowing what to expect. Andres can be a terribly violent man, but he shelters me from the worst. I’ve rarely had reason to glimpse the savage I know is buried within my husband, the man that emerges when he goes to work for the cartel. I can feel tension leaping down the line from him to me as his swift brain works out my cryptic words.

      “Why the fuck not, Luna?” he finally snarls.

      My fingers tighten around the phone until they stiffen. My knees buckle and I slide to the floor, my back against the counter. I wrap my free arm around my legs and stare unseeing at the wall opposite. I curl my toes against the cheap linoleum.

      “You didn’t come home when you were supposed to,” I say, choking a little as I remember pacing and worrying, wondering if he’d been killed on his last assignment. Then his men came back home without him, his second-in-command explaining to me that he’s decided to stay behind for a few more weeks. I knew what that meant.

      “I didn’t come home,” Andres repeated, his voice a deep growl. “So you decided to leave? Is this your way of getting attention? Is that what this is, Luna? Because if it is, then you can get your ass home now and we can discuss this, like the fucking adult you are.”

      “I-it’s not about attention, Andres,” I stumble to get the words out. The heat of his anger stabs at me, even over the vast distance of the Caribbean ocean. I lick my lips and swipe a finger under my eyelids, catching the moisture.

      “Then what, Luna? Make me fucking understand,” he snarls.

      A shaft of pain slices through me at his tone of voice. He never speaks this way to me. I press a hand against my chest and lie. “You didn’t come back with your men from P-panama, Andres. You just disappeared for weeks after. For all I knew it was another woman, or… or drugs again. What am I supposed to think?”

      “That’s garbage and you know it, Luna!” he roars. “You are supposed to trust me. You are supposed to stay where I tell you, keep my home for me. Not kidnap my kids and leave because you think I’m doing something you don’t like. You stupid little bitch.”

      I flinch under the onslaught of his anger. This was the side of my husband I knew I would have to face, the terrifying reality I’d spent years avoiding. “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      “If you were sorry, you would come home,” he grits out.

      “I can’t do that,” I reply, my voice unsteady. “I don’t trust that you didn’t use heroin. I don’t believe that you can contain this evil and I don’t want my children around it. I’ve seen what it does and it frightens me.”

      He says nothing for a moment, but his seething rage comes through loud and clear. I shove a shaking hand through my hair, wishing I had a cigarette to help calm me. I suppose I could ask Pedro, but the consequences of seeking him out might be more than I’m willing to deal with.

      Andres tries to soften his voice when he speaks again. “This is ridiculous, Luna. Just tell me where you are. I’ll come get you and we can talk about this when you and our children are safe at home again. This is a marriage, one that you agreed to willingly. You don’t get to just walk away because you don’t like something.”

      I laugh bitterly. Yes, I’d agreed to the marriage, but Andres wouldn’t have let me escape him, even if I hadn’t been willing. Once he set his sights on me there was no going back to my old life. What a naïve child I was. Well, I’m grown up now and I’m not willing to compromise. Not on this.

      “No, Andres. This is too important to me.” My voice catches as I think of the many nights I sat up waiting for Andres to walk through the door, disappointment my cold companion when morning lit the sky and my husband had not returned. “We won’t be coming home, not to a husband and father that is unstable.”

      “That’s not your choice!” he yells.

      My heart thunders in my chest, feeling as though it will claw its way up my throat and right out of my mouth. Andres’ anger is fearsome and I hate that I’m on the receiving end. I take a few calming breaths. I can hear that he is doing the same.

      “Actually,” I say in a much calmer voice, “it is my choice now. I have removed my children from the danger.”

      Heavy silence fills the line. I can hear the ticking of a clock and glance toward it. It’s old-fashioned, like so many things in Cuba. I love it here, which is part of the reason I chose Cuba as an escape. It’s also relatively easy to hide out.

      “You are going to think hard about this now, baby, because your response to my questions will determine your future. Where the fuck did you take my children?” he demands, the hard edge to his voice razor sharp. “Tell me now and I will keep this between us. If you resist, then it becomes Los Zetas
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