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        In Miami, I’m royalty.

        The beginning and the end.

        I’m the truth my queen will never escape.

      

        

      
        Thiago Rivera De Leon doesn’t believe in second chances, and I never show mercy to those stupid enough to cross me. Loyalty wins you favors but trying to overthrow the city’s king will find you with one of my bullets between the eyes.

      

        

      
        A simple promise I always keep while abiding by two rules:

      

        

      
        I don’t forgive. I don’t forget.

      

        

      
        And after spending the last five years behind bars, I’m out with two goals in mind...

      

        

      
        Kill the bastards responsible.

        Reclaim my Luna.
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        Primo/Prima = Cousin

      

        

      
        Viejo/Vieja = Old Man/Woman

      

        

      
        Mierda = Shit

      

        

      
        Bebe = Baby

      

        

      
        Cabron = Fucker

      

        

      
        Mamajuana =

        This Comes From The Dominican Republic And Is Made By Combining Rum, Red Wine, And Honey And Soaking The Mixture With A Special Tree Bark & Herbs. The Color Is A Deep Red, And Some Say It Tastes Similar To A Port.

      

        

      
        Pincha = Work

      

        

      
        Singao = Fucker or Asshole

      

        

      
        Hijo de Puta = Son of a Bitch

      

        

      
        Que Vola = What’s Up

      

        

      
        Acere or Asere = Friend

      

        

      
        Dale = Go ahead or Give

      

        

      
        Tio/Tia = Uncle or Aunt

      

        

      
        Salsa Rueda or Salsa Casino =

        This is a style of salsa dancing that originated in Cuba. Here, the couples form a large circle or rueda, and they execute turns, steps, and patterns in unison to the calls of the singer or leader.
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        “I’d burn the world to ashes if it meant

      

      

      
        
        I have your heart again.”

      

      

      

      
        
        ~Thiago De Leon
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      THE SOLE CLOCK on this floor strikes seven a.m. and my eyes snap open, neck cracking as I raise my head and wait. The shift is abrupt, harsh, and yet the rest of my over six-foot-four frame remains in place as I stare at the entrance to this cell.

      A solid door made of steel with a slot at the center just big enough for my hands to slip through. It’s how they move you. How they demean your manhood, exhibiting for all to see the hold they have on your freedom. How they have you by the metaphorical balls.

      I’m coming for you.

      It’s my reprieve and penance all in one; that thought brings forth a volcanic rush of ire through my veins as a certain memory slams back to the forefront: You broke us.

      I did this. The sole blame lands at my feet.

      My hands clench and unclench, nostrils flaring. My body thrums with the violence brewing as the day before my arrest plays on a constant loop.

      It’s meant to torture.

      Unforgiving in its detail.

      It serves as a reminder of two very hard truths:

      I’ve hurt the most important person in my life.

      This is the price I’ve paid for being the heir to Orlando Rivera De Leon. For taking my rightful place as the head of our family.

      Staring at the small metal slot on the door, I breathe in and out slowly while fighting to regain control over my impulses. I’m wound tight as the seconds count down to a day five years in the making: my release.

      I’ve been a patient man.

      I’ve been playing by a set of rules designed to make others feel falsely powerful. To feel secure. To show me their hands in a game they’ll never win.

      Something that ends within the next few hours as I retake my crown, because in the city of Miami...

      I am the law.

      The beginning and the end.

      I. Am. King.

      A second alarm blares through the dirty old speakers of this inmate housing unit, and yet, everything else remains quiet. Everyone but me, and it’s as if the entire building is cowering back. Hiding.

      More than that, the constant tick tick tick of my fingernails drumming against the heavy metal door is proof of my mood. I haven’t moved from my place in front of the room’s entrance in hours. I’m restless. Counting. Thinking. Angry as I taste the sweet note of freedom that cloaks my piece-of-shit cell inside this federal prison.

      My home for the last five years. Where they’ve put me away with every intention of keeping me inside indefinitely. And yet, I couldn’t give a flying fuck about the time lost because everything in my life will always start and end with her.

      She’s the one regret I have. The one I’ll lay down my life to make right.

      “My beautiful little Luna,” I whisper, waiting for the telltale sign of movement outside these doors. I know what’s coming. How this will proceed, and my lack of patience is beginning to show as the loud sound of multiple doors unlocking follows.

      My muscles further coil and I close my eyes, taking in a deep breath that I let out slowly. This isn’t the time to argue or break the neck of the correctional officer in charge, especially when he’s under my employ. When he’s kept me in the know all these years as the justice department tried and failed time and time again to keep me within these walls, by any means, and failed.

      I’m a hot commodity. A known killer with mafia ties is something the United States government hates to see walk out these doors.

      They’ve done everything in their power to pin bullshit on me. To try and take me out.

      Moreover, the irony sits in doing time for a crime I didn’t commit.

      I’m not an innocent man. I’ve taken more than one life in my thirty years on this earth, but this body doesn’t belong to my count. Not that it matters. What’s done is done, and I made the decision to accept this as my fate.

      Instead, I’m focused on the future. It’s time I reclaim what’s been taken from me.

      “Hands behind your back and away from the door, Leon.”

      “Done.”  A lie he will never call me out on, and a few seconds later his face appears in my line of sight. He’s alone. Hands shaking as he holds out a small device toward me. “Where is she?”

      “At home.” Officer Ortiz’s voice shakes and he clears his throat.

      “This is verified?”

      “By your brother not ten minutes ago via her bodyguard on duty.” Inmates walk past my open door and their heads are bowed, some even fidget to move faster. The officers herding the state’s cheap labor department toward the early morning mass, for those that have found religion while inside their concrete cage, also look away and pretend that mine is an empty room. A cough pulls my attention back toward Ortiz. “He said to warn you. There’s something going on at her job and she’ll be gone all day—big meeting about a recent case—until late this evening.”

      I nod in understanding, but she won’t be making it in today. “Turn around and stand in the doorway.”

      “It’s a bit risk—”

      “I didn’t ask you for an opinion.”

      “I apologize, sir.” Ortiz lowers his eyes immediately and follows orders, and once he’s in place, I dial the ten-digit combination of numbers I’ll never forget. The series is embedded deep into my consciousness. Tattooed into my DNA.

      It rings. Three in total before there’s a click on the other end.

      Then, there’s the sound of her breathing: soft and warm from being half-asleep.

      It takes her a minute or two to say anything, but when she does, I’m transported back to my youth. Back to the very first time I laid my eyes on her doe-eyed brown ones. How I stopped in my tracks.

      How I knew I’d never be the same after that singular moment.

      How at just one week shy of my eighteenth birthday, I knew she was special.

      “Hello?” Motherfuck. One word from those sweet lips and I come alive in a way I haven’t since my incarceration began. Every nerve ending constricts and my hand tightens around the small plastic device. It protests, but I remain in place, taking in the curiosity in her tone and then the small gasp that follows as I let out a low groan. “Thiago.”

      Not a question. Not a single doubt.

      Luna knows me like I do her. It’s always been this way for us.

      A few beats of silence linger between us as I wait. Wait for the inevitable question.

      “How are you calling? Why are you after—”

      “Mine.” It’s all I say because nothing else is needed. My girl is smart.

      Luna has the means to find out where I am and how I’m doing. Something that she’ll deny, but we both know is the truth. Something that within the span of the last five years she’s done multiple times. On a constant basis. Every four months without failure.

      “Thiago, no. No. You don’t get to—”

      “My beautiful queen.” My voice is rough. It holds a tinge of the demonic need that courses through my veins for her. I also don’t miss the small little keening sounds that come from the back of her throat—a whimper that I’d know anywhere. It’s the same one that passed through her lips when I’d part her thighs and slip inside her tight heat. The same one she’d make when I’d tell her how much my world revolves around her. “Today. Tomorrow. Always.”

      “Thiago, how could you let me think—”

      “I’m coming for you.” With that, I hang up and drop the phone to the ground, breaking it as I step on the device. Ortiz is there and his body is tense, head shifting minutely from side to side while making sure unwanted visitors to this floor don’t force my hand—that I don’t unleash the pure thirst for revenge that simmers beneath my skin.

      Another alarm rings throughout the unit just then, this one signaling an early morning cell check before breakfast. Not uncommon. I expected this, but there’s nothing that can hold me inside.

      The release was processed and pushed for earlier than normal by a hefty donation from my family to the governor of Florida’s reelection campaign. They need funding, and I want out of these doors before the clock strikes nine.

      Because that is how the system works. I’m corrupt, but so are they. Everything done in public is nothing more than a pony show, because behind the scenes we are all dirty.

      “Sir, it’s time,” he says low but doesn’t look back.

      “Handcuff me.” And he does. With a trembling hand, Ortiz turns back to face me and walks over, placing the cold metal loosely around each wrist. No other words are spoken. None are needed while leading me out of the cell.

      At once, the small hum of low conversations ceases to exist as we cross the threshold, and the line against the wall with inmates turns to face the chipped paint behind them. No one meets my stare. No one dares.

      Instead, the corridor parts like the sea for Moses as I walk toward my freedom.

      They know.

      They wait.

      I don’t forgive. I don’t forget.

      The streets of Miami will run red by the time I’m through rectifying this costly deed. Those responsible will pay for every tear my Luna shed in my absence.
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        Hours before his incarceration...

      

      

      

      THE MUSIC INSIDE the Leon home is loud tonight and so are all the grinding bodies—unfamiliar faces—dancing and drinking in the downstairs area of the house. These strangers are celebrating, imbibing, and they all give me a glassy stare as I make my way through the crowd.

      No one stops me or makes small talk, but I can’t help but feel as though they’re following my every move as I reach the first floor landing. It’s empty, something I am grateful for, but where are the people that live here?

      Where’s Maritza or Ivan? Thiago?

      Something is going on that I’m not privy to.

      Something that isn’t the norm for me. For us.

      It’s the opposite.

      I’m family. Have been one of them since day one.

      And more importantly, it’ll be official next year when we say I do.

      Then why has he been avoiding me for weeks? I shake that thought out of my head and focus on what I do know. What I’ve seen with my two eyes.

      Thiago hasn’t proposed yet, but the ring is inside his sock drawer.

      He hasn’t gotten down on one knee, but he’s never shied away from telling me that I’ll always be his. His beauty. His queen.

      That I’d become the mother to his five children one day, and we’d raise them together. Never apart.

      Because I don’t care that he’s been crowned the head of Miami’s largest mob family. That he’s killed for profit and does things that are both illegal and immoral. No one is a saint, and anyone who claims to be lives inside of a glass house.

      My own family has more than one skeleton in its closet.

      My uncle Edgar, Natasha’s father, might work for Miami PD now, but everyone in our family knows that in the Dominican Republic he had certain business practices that were lucrative yet dirty. Extortion being one he favored in his youth, forcing Mom and Pop bodegas to pay a monthly stipend in order to avoid violent encounters with him and those under his employ. They paid him to be left alone.

      He was never arrested or convicted in D.R. but it doesn’t negate his past.

      Then you have his brother. My father. He takes bribes from both criminals and those with money needing favors from the city council. Lobbying is real, and it doesn’t occur just in our nation’s capital. Local government facilitates ordinances and bends the law for those who fund their reelection campaigns.

      No one’s a saint, and that’s a truth I accepted a long time ago.

      We all have secrets. A dark side.

      Accepting his was never my problem—I embrace him as he is, as long as he comes home to me every night. As long as he doesn’t let the family business keep him away from the one we’ll create some day.

      That’s what I hold on to when my own home life is in shambles.

      My mother hates my father.

      My father is unfaithful and proud.

      And yet, even as misery drowns them, they stay. They tolerate and pretend because it’s convenient for their lifestyle. He has the perfect doting wife for public functions, and she gets to spend his money while pretending to be happy.

      I don’t want that. Never have.

      Material items mean crap when you’re unhappy. Alone.

      I want more for myself than to conform to an idea that some antiquated bastard created. Something that I share with the man I love beyond all comprehension. We want a happy life, not something fake or superficial.

      “Thiago, stop!” I hear a woman giggle as I reach the second floor of their home, and I pause. In that singular moment—that laughter and whom it belongs to stops me cold. My prior thoughts of beautiful days filled with love and memories shrink to the point that my body coils into itself.

      A sinking feeling hits my chest and I shake my head.

      He wouldn’t.

      He couldn’t.

      “Don’t overreact, Luna.” There has to be an explanation as to why he’s with her—someone I despise and who constantly tries to infiltrate our inner circle—of all people in his room. A room that, from where I stand, has a closed door.

      “Quit it!”

      “Behave, little girl.” Thiago and his guest say in unison and time ceases to exist; I close my eyes for a brief second. The world disappears. All I hear is that annoying laughter, and I move on autopilot.

      I blink and I’m at his door.

      I inhale and push it open.

      I gasp and the ground beneath my feet feels unstable.

      The sight that greets me shatters my heart into a billion and one minuscule pieces. But more than anything, his unapologetic face will forever haunt me.

      Those hazel eyes I love watch me standing in the doorway while his arms hold Amberlyn tight, an intimate embrace, with no remorse or care as they lie in his childhood bed. Thiago doesn’t let her go. Instead, he pulls her in closer to his naked torso and kisses the crown of her head like he’s done with me so many times in the past.

      Her head is hidden inside the crook of his neck, but those fire-engine locks and the cheap tattoo of a dragon on her shoulder blade that she got done her senior year of high school are visible. Then there’s that ever-present giggle. Obnoxious and loud as if she’s being tickled, but the cause isn’t his fingers digging into her sides.

      No. It’s the effect of whispered words that I can’t make out.

      There isn’t an I can explain, or It isn’t what you think.

      He doesn’t care.

      My bottom lip begins to tremble, and a lump lodges itself in my throat. It hurts. Everything in that moment hurts as I watch the man I thought I’d spend the rest of my life with lying in bed with another woman.

      Tears gather at the corner of my eyes, but I don’t let them fall. I won’t give him this too.

      No. I’ve given enough.

      I won’t stay or accept this. I won’t become my mother.

      “You broke us.” Are my parting words before I rush down the stairs and out the front door without looking back. She can have him.

      I’m done.
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      “GOOD TO SEE you on this side, brother,” Ivan says, pulling me in for a hug the moment I’m within reach. It’s the first one in five years and I squeeze him just as tight, holding on for a few seconds before pulling back to take him in.

      He looks the same, yet older. More mature than the last time we were face to face.

      At twenty-six, Ivan looks like a younger version of me: same height, slightly smaller build, and with the kind of tan that comes from spending continuous hours under the sun. In my family, though, that golden tone comes naturally.

      It’s in our Cuban blood. The Caribbean in us.

      “It’s good to see you, too.”

      “Even if I’m not as pretty as Luna?”

      “I’m going to ignore that and thank you for the clothes instead.” I was arrested while drunk at my parents’ home a few hours after Luna ran out with tears in her eyes—taken from my childhood room in nothing but a pair of black boxer briefs and socks because I was in no shape to drive to my penthouse. Those assholes didn’t give me a chance to so much as put a shirt on, and my release would’ve been in that piece-of-shit orange jumpsuit if it were up to the state.

      The grey sweatpants and white shirt that Ivan brought, as plain as they are, feel like heaven after so long.

      “No worries. Besides, la vieja would have a heart attack if you showed up in whatever hand-me-down crap they gave you.” His hazel eyes, a shade or two darker than mine, look toward the back end of the SUV he’s driving, and I take account of two other vehicles. They’re similar to his and have two men sitting inside of each awaiting orders.

      “Speaking of the women in my life...how are they?” I ask as both cars flash their lights in greeting. “Is Luna still home? Is Mom using this as an excuse to throw a party?”

      “First...” he holds a finger up “...would it matter if she wasn’t?”

      “No.” Nodding at the cars, I turn my head toward Ivan again. There’s no doubt he’s talking about my beauty. “I’d find her anywhere.”

      Ivan smirks, amusement covering his expression. “Nat left about an hour ago, and she looked pissed.”

      “She’ll get her moment.” They’re upset, and while I understand, moves had to be made to protect those I love. My beauty knows the truth. Moreover, even if it was after and it hurt her, that choice served its purpose. I’m going to make it up to you, baby. I swear it. “And Mom? Has anyone reeled her in?”

      “That would be a negative. She’s Hispanic, bro. There is no reeling her in.”

      “How many times has she called you in the last hour?”

      “At the very least fifteen times.”

      “Just fifteen?” I chuckle, knowing just how extra the woman could be. “That’s nothing when it comes to her.”

      His phone rings then and Ivan snorts. “Make it sixteen.”

      “Still a small number.” Shaking my head, I focus on his phone and how much they’ve changed since my arrest. The cheap prepaids I’ve been using are nothing like the Apple device in his hand. “Did you bring my cell?”

      “I did.” He pulls open the passenger side door, and sitting atop the seat is a wrapped box with a large bow in all white. I don’t have to ask to know that this was Mom’s idea, but I shake my head nonetheless. “We should go. The meat has been marinating for two years now.”

      “That is quite a while.” I take him in once again. He’s the nicer one of the two, and while the thirst for blood runs in our family, his is just a bit tamer than mine. However, that shitty grin and the nervous tick that makes him crack his knuckles, which he’s unconsciously done twice now, are still there. I haven’t seen him or the family in a while, per my orders, but I’ve missed them all.

      “Too long since you’ve played,” he says low, eyes on something behind me. Following his line of sight, I find a small audience where there shouldn’t be one near the rear entrance of the building. “Let’s get out of here. It’s not—”

      I shake my head and he closes his mouth.

      I choose to stare at the cameras instead and he steps aside, taking his rightful place behind me and to the right. It’s a statement of unity and rebirth with my release.

      I’m still sitting at the head of this table.

      The De Leons aren’t hiding. We don’t bow.

      Head on and held high, and because I’m an asshole, I wave. Cocky and with a smirk, I give each camera attention while the hijo de puta at the center of this impromptu news conference glares at me.

      Openly. Full of hate.

      While the man sputters and gestures wildly with his hand, I hold myself back from snapping his neck like a twig. The reporter closest to him notices the mayor’s actions and elbows his cameraman to get the shot. They do, and it takes everything in me not to laugh or shoot him where he stands.

      Ivan’s car has more than one gun, and I’ve already seen mine close to my gift.

      Ulysses Senot is a close friend of Luna’s father, holds office in Miami, and is someone I plan to visit soon. To have a one-on-one. Like men. Him, and that pussy son of his that they tried to set up my beauty with.

      Because that’s his horse in the race. He’ll do favors for his friend as long as my Luna’s hand in marriage is on the table. The two old men want to unite the families, and that will never happen. Not in this life or any that follow.

      Soon. Holding my palm out, I shift my eyes toward my brother and raise a brow. “Keys.”

      “In the ignition.”

      “Get in.” He does so without any more prompting, and I follow suit, slamming the door closed before giving a final look at the group watching.

      “Do you know where we’re going?”

      Turning the fob, I close my eyes for a second and bask in the silence that follows his question. Just a miniscule moment where I thank God for Luna and my freedom—this will be my lone instance of empathy and compassion.

      I have a job to do and emotions have no place in my decisions, and while family is family, what led to my incarceration was an inside job. A setup. The attempt was made to end the life of Orlando and Maritza Rivera De Leon, and when that didn’t go as planned, I was framed with the death of another man. The hired hitman. A man whose body was found inside my penthouse hung and missing limbs on a night where I’d been elsewhere.

      Neither were my doing.

      Moreover, whoever is responsible—family or friend—will face the consequences.

      My wrath will bathe the earth in their blood.

      Opening my eyes, I stare ahead and into my freedom. “I’m in the mood to look at ships.”
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      The port of Miami hasn’t changed much since the last time I was here. It’s still hot under the mid-morning sun and full of employees covering every single square inch.

      They all have a job to do and are paid by either the US Customs administration or independent contractors to do a certain task. They are here to unload, load, and stop people like me from slipping illegal substances in through them and onto the city’s streets.

      They hope to make a difference. To clean up our country.

      Yet, if you pass over a stack of bills to the right employee, all others fall into line.

      Now, you become who makes the rules.

      Now, they turn a blind eye when your container arrives or when certain meetings need to take place aboard a private ship a few miles offshore that is owned by a diplomat from Panama, a friend of mine that I’ve personally done favors for—taking the life of the man stalking his daughter and being the provider for his drug of choice.

      Cocaine: that lovely white powder that so many covet and pay ridiculous amounts of money to get their hands on.

      He owes me, and my collection comes with immunity from searches by US officials while aboard this ship that secretly belongs to me. His name is attached only for legal purposes because the two countries have an agreement, a lobbying interest, and his property is not to be touched while inside the United States.

      Money is a dangerous commodity that everyone wants. They crave it. Want the power that comes attached to the said price tag.

      A price tag that helps one nation with its debt and the other with exporting goods.

      One gives an unwavering alliance, while the other secretly conducts moves to monopolize a market in their backyard. And while this is going on, I use the discretion to my advantage.

      Something that at the moment is very useful with the eyes of the city on my back after my release. You can’t get inside the port of Miami without searches, identification, and stating your reason for business here. Failure of any of those three, and you will be removed.

      No excuse. Unless...you are a De Leon.

      Moreover, if I conduct business while on international waters, I can’t be convicted.

      These workers know who I am.

      They know why I am here.

      And the moment I drive onto the large concrete floor of this port, all work stops and people begin to scatter. Even those that work for our government step back and look the other way as I exit the vehicle and five doors slam closed behind me.

      It’s almost comical, really. Local authorities—those self-righteous and low on the totem pole—hate me. Yet, you ask the governor of Florida and higher, and I’m just a businessman.

      Everything depends on who you have in your pocket. Who owes you. Who you help fund to keep in power.

      It’s one of the many reasons that Luna’s father hates me. I’ll never fund the waste of sperm.

      Not after he broke her heart by cheating on her mother. Not after the time he tried to smack her during an argument, and I broke his hand before he could ever lay a single finger on her skin.

      My men surround me as I walk across, taking my time until we reach the stairs that lead to a lower deck that not many have access to. Taking the few steps down, we reach one of my favorite toys: a boat.

      One of the many that I own, but this particular one I’ve never seen.

      I’d left Ivan in charge of buying this powerboat and also with naming her. Little Moon has been sitting here looking pretty, and I let out a whistle of appreciation when I fully take her in.

      All black and shiny, she’s beautiful and sleek. Meant for racing or fast rides across open water. Perfect for what I need. For transporting myself along with two of my men across open waters where those wishing to put me back behind bars have no jurisdiction.

      Climbing aboard, I turn and point at the two men standing to the right of Ivan to follow me. They do, and so does my brother, while the others stay behind to remove the cars and store them nearby for when we return.

      “She’s beautiful,” I tell Ivan while the engine comes to life, purring beneath my feet and into the ocean below as I pull out of the dock. The salty breeze feels good on my face as does the rush of adrenaline that follows when I punch the accelerator and let this boat do what it’s meant to. Fast and smooth, we glide over the water, barely touching the surface as we make our way to the ambassador’s ship. “Good choice.”

      “It’s my gift to you,” Ivan says, the roar of the engine and the sound of crashing waves as we slice through the ocean, forcing him to yell from his seat beside me. “The least I could do.” There’s a tinge of regret in his tone, and while I know the why, I ignore it for now. We’ll talk, but this isn’t the right time.

      There are twelve nautical miles between me and international water, and while those around me hang on to the interior handles or their seats, I relax my stance and let my mind focus on one thing and one thing alone: vengeance.

      There’s a shift in me the closer we get. A change in energy that brings forth a near demonic rush of rage to my veins. I throb where I stand. I feel the world begin to slow and my breathing with it.

      This meeting is a long time coming, and I am due payment.

      Ismael Navarro did something he shouldn’t, especially since he knows me—my family—and yet he decided to play God for a few extra zeros in his bank account. That betrayal will never be forgiven. More so after I took him under my protection when he was still in high school and his family died in a car accident.

      Ismael lived with us. Ate with us. He called my mother Mima yet pulled a gun on her from a moving motorcycle the day after her birthday two years ago. His second offense, and for that one, I could no longer wait for retribution.

      Unforgivable; the little bitch created his own death certificate that day and the only thing keeping him alive since then is my missing signature.

      He’s been stewing in his own filth for two years now awaiting trial.

      Once near the large vessel, I pull in beside a platform near the back that has one of my men near the controls of a hydraulic lift. I hold a hand up and the movable flat section that resembles a stage begins to descend, slowly, and when it’s just within reach to walk across, I hand over the controls to a man who’s worked for my family since before I was born.

      Miguel is old school, someone I trust, and loyal. He’s also who taught me how to drive a boat, and as I move from behind the wheel, he takes over. “Have fun, sir,” he calls out as I step onto the steel surface, stopping at the center while the others stand behind me.

      It’s secure and sturdy and I give the signal to ascend. The rise is slow, but the higher we go, the more I give in to the needs I’ve kept under lock and key for the last five years.

      This is a piece of me. This is who I am.

      It’s who I’ll always be, and as I reach the top, I welcome my demon back.

      A killer. Someone without remorse for what must be done.

      The somewhat large platform is open and my men, those who stay on this ship for extended periods of time between Miami and pickup locations throughout Latin America, greet me with respect as we board the ship. Heads are bowed and they chant my name lowly as I pass, but I pay no mind for the time being.

      Instead, I walk toward the center of the ship and down a long set of stairs that lead to an open ring. Here, I lose the all-white T-shirt and toss it somewhere behind me. I flex my arms and shake out my limbs to expel some of the adrenaline flowing through my system.

      This is my playground. My place to let go, and as I step foot into the octagon-shaped area and close my eyes, a feeling of home overtakes my senses and the noise dulls. Here, my other instincts come alive:

      I hear the low whimper from nearby.

      I breathe in the stench of blood, urine, and chlorine.

      I feel the shift in the air as a body is thrown at my feet.

      The body tries to crawl away, but my men surround us. The person begs out a broken please and a sardonic laugh rumbles through my chest a moment before I settle my eyes on his pathetic form.

      Broken. Bleeding. A shell of the man that I grew up with.

      “Ismael fucking Navarro.” At the sound of his name, another pitiful noise escapes the back of his throat and scared brown eyes look up at me. They’re bloodshot and the one on the right has a deep gash over the brow. It looks disgusting: infected and dirty. “How have you been?”

      “Thiago, I didn’t—”

      “Silence.”

      “Please, I...fuck!” he screams out as my foot comes down on a bruised ankle. It snaps—the bone giving way under the force of a single blow—and he learns to listen. Those cracked lips snap closed, and he cries in silence. Good boy.

      “You messed up, Ismael. There’s no coming back from this.” I walk around him, taking inventory of the weight loss, the rough scars down his bony back, and the singular open puncture wound on his side. “What you did...”

      “It was a mistake. I would’ve never gone through with it, Thiago.” His tears, the way his bottom lip trembles, fail to move me. If anything, it renews my anger. His audacity to ask for any clemency from me burns through my patience like acid on flesh. It bubbles, unleashing its toxicity, and I react. “I swear. Y-you gotta believe me.”

      “Do I?” Grabbing a fistful of his hair, I yank him up to his knees and bring my face closer to his. Nose to nose. “Give me a reason. Just one.”

      “I’ll tell you who put the hit out. Tell you where he lives.”
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      LIKE DEAD WEIGHT, I let his body fall back to the ground. The thud and the following whimpers of pain he releases are loud inside the hollow space. “Speak.”

      “Please. No more.”

      “Speak,” I repeat, moving in closer to his head while Ivan steps to where his broken ankle limply lays. It’s rapidly swelling, the previously healed cuts reopening and staining the already filthy floor red. “You have sixty seconds to say your piece.”

      The men surrounding us create a barrier. They are quiet but slowly begin to stomp a single foot against the floor. It reverberates throughout the room. It drowns out Ismael’s pain.

      “Will I walk out of here alive?” I tilt my head at his question, eyes narrowing at a man that I once considered family. He had access to the most important people in my life because of me. Because I saw potential in a kid that needed direction.

      “No.” No point in lying or giving him false hope.

      “Can you make it quick?” A harsh shiver racks his body and his teeth clatter; his lips look to be turning a little blue, too. “Just end it.”

      “That depends on you.” With the toe of my sneaker, I open his mouth and push down on his bottom jaw. Stretch it to the point that the very corner of his mouth tears, becoming red. His life’s essence doesn’t streak as the cut’s isn’t big enough, but it has to sting. Feel uncomfortable. “Tell me what I want to know.”

      He tries to talk around the leather of my Nikes, but instead gags, coughing up what looks to be a large amount of bile and more blood.

      A lot of it.

      From where I stand above him, I can see he’s malnourished. In pain. Spiritless.

      And yet it’s not enough. Nothing short of his last breath, and that of those involved, will ever be.

      I remove my foot, seeing what’s in Ivan’s hand from the corner of my eye. “You have two choices: merciful or vengeful. Up to you.” As the last word slips past my lips, Ivan brings the sledgehammer down on his knee. It’s on the opposite leg from the one I broke, but his screams of pain are just as loud.

      “FUCK!” Ismael bellows, body writhing, and that brings with it more pain. The change in position forces the shattered pieces of bone to rub and cut flesh, to ruin tendons and ligaments he’ll never have use for again.

      Kneeling near his head, I block his view while holding one arm back. “Next blow will be to your skull.” On my next inhale, I feel the cold against my skin from my weapon of choice and it warms my limbs.

      There’s nothing like the heavy weight of this metal in my hand as my fingers slip through each hole with ease. The fit is snug and I make a tight fist, savoring this extension of who I am once again. It’s been too long.

      The asshole swallows, grimacing as he fights another bout of gags. “I’ll tell you everything.”

      “Your time is almost up.” I bring the custom, solid gold brass knuckles into his line of sight, turning my hand slightly so the lighting in the room glints off each curve. These were a gift from my queen: a solid gold pair of brass knuckles in the shape of a crown with my name in Old English scripture at the center. They’re sharp and heavy, and I’ve broken more than one skull with them. “Five, four, three…two—”

      “Alfredo Gaytan.” Is a dead son of a bitch.

      I know the name. Know exactly who he is. But more importantly, I know who he works for.

      Gaytan is under the employ of the Senot family—to be more precise, he’s the head of Ulysses’ wife’s security. A man she’s been fucking for years without her husband’s knowledge because he’s too far up the ass of his good friend, Antonio Alejos.

      My queen’s father.

      “Say that again.” My voice is gruff, lip curling up at the corner into a snarl. “Say that name again.”

      “It was Alfredo Gaytan. He hired me to kill the hired hitman and deposit his body in your apartment, and since I’ve crashed there in the past, no one questioned my coming and going.”

      “Why kill him? Why not try again?”

      “They were losing time.” Ismael tries to shrug, but grimaces instead. “He failed to take out his mark, but if they could lock you away, not all was lost.” The trembling in his body increases, his entire frame going into shock, but I’m not done yet and signal one of the men near a large industrial hose to bring the extension to me.

      “Open it,” is all I say once it’s in my hands, and within a few short seconds the rumbling of water shooting through a pipe at high speed infiltrates the room. This isn’t your average variety garden equipment. No, this is high-pressured and cold—a direct hit hurts like a bitch, and is perfect for rinsing off an enemy’s blood from my floor.

      The first stream catches the shaking man off guard and he screams, agony riddling the high-in-pitch sound as it reverberates in the once-again quiet room. The jet is heavy and direct; it further opens the wound at his side, splitting the already sensitive skin wide open.

      He bleeds onto my floor. He screams my name in a last-ditch plea. “Thiago, por favor. No mas.”

      I nod and the water is turned off.

      I step over his body and his eyes widen.

      I fist his hair, yanking him into a half-sitting position, and he closes his eyes.

      “Look at me, Ismael.” Bloodshot brown eyes shoot open, meeting my hazel ones, and in them I see a mixture of fear and resignation. Understanding and acceptance. “Did you show my mother mercy when you emptied your magazine into her armored vehicle? Did you come to me—show gratitude and loyalty—when Gaytan offered you the job and money?” His mouth opens, his reply sitting on his tongue, but it’s not something I need or want. I have the file. I know every detail of the events that lead to the attempt on myself and my family. “The answer is no, old friend. You saw dollar signs and didn’t give a single fuck about the people who took you in.”

      “I’m sorry.” It’s a broken whisper, a sob catching in his throat.

      “No more than I am.” With that, I lean over and kiss his forehead before forcing his head back in an uncomfortable-to-swallow position. His jaw and neck are exposed; the last bit of fight left in Ismael comes rushing through as he weakly attempts to fight my hold. Nails dig into my skin, but don’t break the surface. Thrashing commences but dies down when my hold is unrelenting. “I’ll see you in hell one day.”

      I bring my brass-knuckled fist down against the lower half of his face, effectively breaking his jaw. There’s a crunch from breaking bone, fragments of teeth falling to the ground, and then blood.

      Bright and almost glowing, it flows from his now-useless mouth. His screams become muffled because:

      He can’t fully open his mouth. He can’t move it. He can’t swallow.

      And then I do it again. And again. Each strike consistent in intensity, I don’t stop, nor do I wipe away the splatters of red that now paint my skin. Ismael is almost limp in my hold, and yet, his body weight isn’t a hindrance for my grip. My fist comes forward again, this time on his cheek and the skin breaks wide open, exposing another piece of broken bone.

      Moreover, as his head snaps back and movements still—as his breathing slows—I toss him at Ivan’s feet.

      I’ve done my damage. He will die.

      Not as fast as a bullet or a knife wound, but the man is slowly choking.

      “Do you have anything to add?” I ask my brother, giving him the opportunity for a final act of retribution.

      “No, sir.” That sir serves a purpose as well. It’s him officially welcoming me back—not that it’s necessary, but more of a show of respect. This motherfucker is someone I trust with my life, and while behind bars, he was my eyes and ears. Following my orders from within, working day in and day out to both keep the family safe and the business running. Because of my father and Ivan, we still hold Miami’s drug scene in an iron grip. “But a beer would be nice.”

      A gurgling noise from below makes me smile. “First round on me after…”

      “You go see your girl.”

      “Pretty much.” His phone chimes then and he digs into his back pocket, pulling it out and swiping a finger across the screen. Ivan laughs and shakes his head, tossing me the phone so I can see for myself what has him so amused.

      There, in a series of texts from our vieja, is a veiled threat and it’s hilarious.

      Tell that boy of mine to make it right and kiss her culo if he has to. No excuse. Tomorrow we party and Luna better be with him. ~Mami

      You show him this, Ivan. ~Mami

      Did you do it? Tell me. Is he still handsome? ~Mami

      Christ. I’m cracking up before finishing that last one. It’s so like her.

      Forceful yet loving. A don’t-mess-with-me-or-mine attitude that I learned from her.

      My father might’ve been the leader of the De Leon cartel, feared by many, but my mother was worse. She could forgive any indiscretion except the touching of her family. Blood is sacred.

      Mami, I’m here and I’ll see you tomorrow. Love you, but I make no promises on Luna. She’s stubborn. ~Thiago (your favorite)

      The body on the floor groans, and I shift my eyes to him. He’s bleeding and fighting to swallow. The floor beneath his head has a puddle of red saliva.

      Another ping comes through, pulling my attention away.

      Mi hijo! I love you so much. Can’t wait to hug you. ~Mami

      Me too. ~Thiago

      Okay. Go…but drag her back home if you have to. *kisses* ~Mami

      That, I can do. See you all tomorrow. ~Thiago

      Tossing the phone back to my little brother, I call forth a younger man I’ve never seen before. At no older than twenty, he stands to the side with a tray which holds a bottle of water and a towel. “Thank you…” I say and wait for his name.

      “I’m Junior, sir. Miguel’s son.”

      “How long have you been with us, kid?” I knew of his father having a son but was under the impression he lived with his mother in California and was a lot younger.

      “Two years, sir.” Junior swallows nervously, eyeing the splattering of blood on my hands and chest. “The day I turned eighteen, I left my mom’s house and came to live with him. I couldn’t deal with her addiction problems anymore.”

      “Understandable.” Taking the bottle, I twist off the cap and pour more than half its contents onto the folded cotton on his tray. “And do you like working for us?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Did you learn anything today?”

      “I did, sir.” While I clean my hands with the towel, I raise a brow and wait for him to elaborate. He’s smart and catches on quickly, squaring his shoulders while his eyes focus on the man beneath us. “You don’t betray the hand that feeds. You don’t go against family. You don’t sell yourself
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