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A drive-by shooting lands him in the hospital. And in the arms of temptation.

 

Cartel enforcer Ángel Rascón knows he should stay away from the woman who saved his life. Marisol is a sensual blend of fire and innocence, irresistible to his inner beast. She’s also the little sister of a man now on the run from the cartel—Ángel’s friend and former partner. Getting involved with her could destroy everything he’s worked for, but when she’s threatened, it’s game on.

 

Physical therapist Marisol Cruz knows Ángel is dangerous, yet he’s always there. Watching. Waiting. Wanting. After her brother’s enemies track her down, Ángel appoints himself her protector with every intoxicating kiss.

 

Ángel will have to risk his position—and his life—to keep her safe. But Marisol faces the most devastating choice of all. Loving her stubborn enforcer may mean losing her brother forever.
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Lozano Cartel: a large criminal organization based in Sonora whose influence stretches across Mexico and parts of the United States. They deal in drugs and arms trafficking with ties to other organizations worldwide.

 

Villegas Cartel: a small criminal organization based in Durango. Allies with the Lozanos through a marriage alliance. The Villegas boss’s daughter was married to the now-deceased Lozano heir.
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A couple of Spanish words are used in this story. Some have been adopted into the English language, so you’re likely familiar with them, but I’ve listed below the possibly more unfamiliar ones.

 

ay Dios mío – oh my God

carajo – fuck

Dios sálvame – God save me

dogo – hot dog

gracias a Dios – thank God

maldita sea – damn it

mierda – shit
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To my beta readers—JL Peridot & PJ Ashton:

 

Your feedback is just what I needed to make this story stronger. Thank you for your help!
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“Maldita sea,” Marisol Cruz cursed from the back of the line. The breeze tortured her with the delicious aroma of grilled meat, onions, and spices, beckoning her toward the shiny white food cart like a lover curling his finger in a come-hither motion. If not for the five strangers ahead of her, she’d be throwing cash at the taco vendor. She bobbed her head to the mariachi music that blared from the cart loudspeakers and pulled her cell from her purse. Three minutes past four. Thank goodness her last patient had canceled, clearing her schedule so she could grab takeout and drive home in time to catch the rerun marathon of her favorite telenovela.

After stuffing the phone back in, Marisol lifted her face to the warm October sunshine. The inner-city neighborhood in Hermosillo, Sonora, spread around her with horns honking and engines revving like white noise. Pedestrians smiled and laughed without a care in the world, browsing in boutiques she could scarcely afford.

The fine hair on her nape prickled. She turned and nodded at the heavy-set construction worker now in line behind her.

Down the sidewalk, the glass door of the cartel-run women’s rehabilitation clinic opened.

The most gorgeous man she’d ever seen walked out of the building, freezing the air in her lungs. He scanned the street with an eagle eye, barely touching on her before sliding his gaze away. Tattoos covered his arms in dark colors and intricate designs that she couldn’t make out from her distance, but there was no mistaking the muscles bunching under his bronzed skin. From his spiky dark hair, sleeveless red shirt, and snug jeans, he could easily star in any straight woman’s fantasies. Now, if he had a stellar personality to match that body, he would be the whole package. Such a thing was rarer than snow in the desert, right?

No. She wasn’t that cynical. Great guys did exist. Catching one was another matter.

Case in point—the attractive woman walking with Señor Badass.

Of course, he had a girlfriend. Wife, even. Just Marisol’s luck.

As the couple passed, the sexy man swung his gaze back to her.

Ay Dios mío. Her heart thrashed against her chest. She grinned and waved her fingers at him before she could stop herself.

Señor Badass raised his eyebrow and smirked, then walked on.

Whew. That was something. She rubbed her suddenly sweaty palms against her khaki pants. Ugh. Here she was flirting with a man while she was dressed in her physical therapist uniform. The navy blue polo and beige pants hung on her frame like oversized bags. So much for a confidence booster. Then again, shame on her. He already had a woman.

The squeal of tires pierced her eardrums. Marisol whipped around as an older-model black work van barreled down the street. The dented side door banged open, and a masked man fired a semi-automatic rifle into the crowd.

Pop-pop-pop-pop.

Marisol pushed past the panicking strangers in the rapidly dissolving line and braced herself against the side of the metal cart. Her pulse ricocheted as though the gunfire blasted through her bloodstream. The red-faced vendor gaped at her before he snapped from his daze and ducked below the open window.

People fled, screaming.

Storefront windows shattered and rained down.

Metal crunched in deafening blasts.

Marisol hunched down and peeked around the corner of her makeshift shelter just as the van stalled further down the street.

The shooter launched out and grabbed a screaming woman.

Mierda. Shit. That was Señor Badass’s companion. Her fantasy man now lay on the sidewalk, unmoving. Dead, maybe.

Two more men jumped out of the van and helped the shooter strong-arm the struggling brunette into the backseat. Then the vehicle sped away.

Marisol gripped her purse so hard her knuckles ached. Crying and screaming resounded in her ears. Sirens blared. More people than she cared to count lay on the concrete, bleeding out or already dead. Each of them had someone at their side. Someone to try to stem the bleeding. To hold their hands. To be there at their last moment.

Except for Señor Badass.

Pushing down her panic, she raced toward him and dropped to her knees. The impact shot pain through her legs and rattled her teeth.

Blood soaked the man’s torn shirt in two places, the growing stains a few shades darker than the fabric. Agony scrunched his face in deep lines. His fingers twitched as he reached for something—the blood-splattered gun an arm’s length away near the lamppost.

Revulsion slicked her skin. “Don’t move. Stay with me. I got you.” She pressed on the gunshot wound in his chest. Hot liquid squished between her fingers and slicked her palms. Bile rose in the back of her throat. The shrillness of a ringing phone pounded at her ears like a drill biting into sheet metal. She pushed harder on his chest. “Focus on my voice. I’m Marisol. You’re going to see sunrise, I promise.” He’d better. Nothing else mattered.

His cloudy, bloodshot eyes rolled back.

“Don’t pass out on me.” She shook the man as hard as she dared, but he didn’t stir. Flashing red lights blurred in her watery vision. Police and first-aid responders. Gracias a Dios. She flagged down one of the paramedics as they dashed from their vehicles.

The phone rang again. His phone, in his pocket.

Cursing, she wiped her shaky, crimson-stained hands on her shirt before she snatched out his cell and answered it.
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Ángel Rascón drifted in a sea of murky shadows. Then a strange, dull pressure throbbed in his chest. In his shoulder. The haze of oblivion promised slumber, peace, a chance to forget everything. He longed to fall deeper into the abyss. To succumb to the heavy weight seizing his muscles. But no, he wasn’t a quitter. The distant, muted pain pricked at his memory. Something had happened. Something important. He clawed his way through the darkness and tried to move his body. Jagged shards of pain shot down his arm.

Beneath the agony, a soothing touch glided across his forehead, over his closed eyes, and down his cheeks. His skin tingled and his eyelids fluttered with each feminine caress. And it was feminine. He’d know that no matter how drugged or wasted he was. Against his will, the gentle warmth faded as if on the wings of a dream. He lurched upward, desperate to reclaim the touch. 

Sharp, stabbing pain flooded back in. He collapsed and held his breath until the flames licking beneath his skin settled back into that dull, persistent ache. Mouth parched, he bit his tongue for a bit of moisture. The stench of bleach and antiseptics scraped the inside of his nose. His head pounded as if someone had mistaken it for a piñata. He blinked rapidly to clear the last remnants of the fog from his mind and the crust from his eyelids. Pinpricks of light blinded him with the force of an interrogator’s lamp.

Carajo. Fuck. That hurt. He squeezed his eyes shut, then forced them open. 

White ceiling. Tiled. Ugly and sterile. The fluorescent light overhead buzzed like a rampaging bee. Monitors beeped a harsh rhythm beside him. 

A hospital. Of course. Life wasn’t shitty enough without a hospital stay.

Despite the pinch of the IV catheter in his right arm, he plucked at the blue sling encasing his left. The bandage taped to his chest pulled taut under his thin hospital gown as he shifted sideways to relieve the ache in his hip. Fire lashed through him, the spike of agony searing him from the inside out. A guttural groan ripped from his lips. Spots dotted his vision. A firm, warm hand pressed lightly against his sternum and anchored him to the mattress. 

“Easy. No sudden movements.”

The lyrical voice cut through his daze. He turned slowly toward the woman.

She scooted her chair closer to him until her knee bumped the bed frame. The freckles on her nose and cheeks begged him to connect the dots. A serious little frown tugged at her plump, kissable lips. She stroked his forehead in the lightest of caresses before she traced the line of his jaw with her fingertips.

Heat flashed through his chest. His breath stuttered. Caught between the instinct to recoil and something far more dangerous—the urge to lean into her touch—he clamped his jaw tight not to snap at her.

“Gracious a Dios,” she thanked God and fiddled with the end of her braid, depriving him of her warmth. “You’re awake. I thought you might sleep through the entire week.” 

He half wished he had. Ángel tried to push himself up on his elbows. White-hot pain shot through his shoulder, and he gritted his teeth against the groan threatening to escape.

“Stop. You’ll tear the stitches.” She pressed her hand against him again.

“Bullshit.” He nearly argued that he wasn’t some fragile puppy she needed to coddle, but his body betrayed him by collapsing back against the pillows. A blast of shame heated his face. For a sexy-ass woman to see him so weak, he must be in Hell. “Who the fuck are you?” he rasped and glared back at her. “Why do you keep touching me?”

Smiling, she settled her hands in her lap. “My name is Marisol Cruz. After what happened, I’m still a little freaked out. My job requires touching, so I do it automatically. Instinctively, even. I just need to make sure you’re all right.” She bit her bottom lip as though she noticed her rambling. “Anyway, do you remember me? We haven’t technically met, but I saw you yesterday on the sidewalk. We made eye contact and flirted a bit.”

The way she said that last part, as if embarrassed, puffed out his chest. Well, puffed out as much as possible with the pain dwelling there. He tilted his head, struggling to place her in his memory. Then it hit. The hottie at the food cart. She’d smiled and waved at him. If not for Lourdes, he would’ve approached her.

Lourdes? Carajo. Memories struck like gale-force winds. Gunfire. Screams. Agony. The taste of warm, metallic blood in his mouth, pumping from his body. The concrete, rough against his cheek. Failure. Darkness. Oblivion.

Again, he struggled to sit up and grabbed the handheld remote to raise the bed into a sitting position. This time, Marisol didn’t stop him. The grinding mechanics of the bed frame screeched in his ears. “W-what happened to the woman I was with? Is s-she alive?” He stumbled over the words, his hands shaking.

The steady beep of a monitor quickened.

“Shh. Mind your blood pressure,” Marisol chastised and stood. 

He swallowed hard as she leaned over him to fluff the pillows behind his head. Her faint wood-and-mint scent teased his nostrils. The open neckline of her polo gaped, tempting him with the impressive cleavage that was pushed up in her beige bra. Then the rusty-brown stains on her shirt snagged his gaze. His heart skipped. Blood, it had to be. Even a bit smeared her khakis.

He dragged in a steadying breath and shoved his pain and panic to the pit of his cramping stomach. “You were in line for tacos.” 

“That’s right.” She braced her hip against the bed rail and rubbed at a stain on her shirt before she crossed her arms over her chest. “After the shooting, everything was chaotic. People were screaming. You were bleeding. Your phone kept ringing, so I answered it and spoke to your friend, Enrique. I told him what happened, and he said the woman those men took was his wife, Lourdes. But everything is fine now. Somehow, Enrique found her. I met them this morning when they came by to check on you. Lourdes was crying and worried sick about you.”

Ángel closed his eyes as Marisol’s words sank in. Lourdes was alive. Thank fuck. The assholes who had grabbed her were likely buried in an unmarked grave somewhere. 

“Enrique sent a guard to watch over you last night. A man with snake tattoos on his head. He’s pretty intense,” Marisol continued, drawing Ángel’s attention. She nodded toward the closed door where the shadow of a figure loomed beyond the frosted glass.

“Snakes, huh? That’s Bruno. Stay away from him.”

Again, she bit her lip. “I didn’t want to leave until you woke up.”

“I see.” Gaze narrowing, he studied her face for any sign of deception. She fidgeted a little, but then she blinked back at him with pure spitfire in her eyes. Good. He didn’t want a woman he could intimidate, not that Marisol was his. Not yet. “Certainly, you had better things to do than hang out around here.” 

“Not really.” She shrugged.

“You saved me.”

Fragments of memory snapped into place. Hands pressing hard against his chest. Someone shouting for him to stay awake. Warm blood slicking his skin before he passed out.

He laughed roughly, shaking his head. “I wasn’t worth the trouble.”

Marisol scowled, and the sound of the door opening surely saved him from a sound tongue-lashing.

A fifty-something-year-old man in a white lab coat entered. His shiny shoes resounded on the linoleum as the door swung shut behind him. “Ah, Señor Rascón. You’ve rejoined the living. I’m Doctor Garrido.”

Doctor? Ángel snorted. From his pinched face, beady eyes, and shock of silver-streaked black hair, the man exuded the air of a coroner rather than that of a healer. 

Garrido pulled a clipboard from the plastic chart holder at the foot of the bed and skimmed over the top sheet of paper. Then he scanned the monitors and cast his gaze over Ángel with the detached precision of someone assessing a malfunctioning machine, not a person. 

“Has a nurse come by?” The doctor directed the question at Marisol.

“Not since Señor Badass woke up, no.” She winked at Ángel as he scowled harder.

The doctor harrumphed and faced Ángel. “You were hit with two 7.62mm rifle rounds. The first passed cleanly through your right pectoral muscle. It missed the lung and the ribs, exiting your upper back. It’s a straight flesh wound. As for the second, it hit your left collarbone.” He stepped closer, gesturing toward Ángel’s shoulder. “The impact snapped the bone and tore through your deltoid before exiting your shoulder blade. Even though it was a clean pass, the tissue damage is severe. You were very lucky.”

Broken collarbone? Mierda. No wonder he hurt so much. “When can I leave?” 

“I’m going to keep you for a few days. Observation, you understand,” Garrido added dryly as Ángel scoffed. “I cleaned out the debris, screwed a titanium plate over the break, and gave you a blood transfusion. The hardware stabilizes the skeleton, but the muscle damage requires immobility. Do not lift that arm. Do not take off the sling, even to shower. If you move it before the tissue heals, you’ll tear the internal repairs. However, given your—” he cleared his throat “—lifestyle, I expect that won’t be doable.” 

“Lifestyle? You talking about my job?” Ángel bit out and gripped the gray wool blanket that someone, probably Marisol, had tucked in at his waist. As the doctor arched his bushy eyebrows, Ángel leashed a scathing insult. “How long will I be laid up?”

“Four to six weeks. After that, make an appointment with a physical therapist.”

Ángel barked out a laugh. “I’ll manage without therapy.” He flexed his good arm, and a sharp twinge seized his shoulder. He fought back a wince.

Marisol shot out her hand faster than lightning and wrapped her fingers around his wrist. Gently, she lowered his arm back to the mattress. “You’ll manage a setback,” she corrected and released him. “For the first three weeks, the sling is non-negotiable. Same with rest. The plate will protect your bone; the sling protects your muscles. Go to the appointments. Get the X-rays. By week four, you can remove the sling when resting at home. By week six, ditch the sling and focus on range-of-motion exercises. You’ll later progress to muscle strengthening.” 

He stared deep into her eyes, fascinated by the swirl of gold in the chocolate-brown depths of her irises. Tempted to yield to her decree, he instead sealed his lips. 

“Señorita Cruz has been vigilant in your care,” Garrido admitted and examined the chart on the clipboard again. “She applied pressure to your wounds before the paramedics arrived. Without her intervention, you likely would’ve bled out on the sidewalk.” 

The words landed like a punch to Ángel’s gut. Marisol ducked her head, but not before he caught the flush in her cheeks. Her humility humbled him—a foreign thing indeed.

“Why?” The word slipped free before he could stop it. “You could’ve walked away. Should’ve. I’m sure there were other people in need of help on the street.”

Marisol met his gaze head-on. “Everyone else had someone with them. You didn’t.”

The simplicity of her answer lodged itself in Ángel’s ribs, sharper than any bullet. 

With a final, dismissive nod, Garrido dropped the clipboard back into its holder and strode out.

Marisol slumped back in her chair. The lines around her mouth softened. “That man is a dick,” she muttered, massaging her temples.

Ángel chuckled, then winced and clasped his bandaged shoulder. Beneath the gauze, the hard ridge of the plate pressed against his fingers. A permanent fixture. They’d bolted a goddamn piece of hardware into his skeleton, cementing his weakness into metal. Chained to his own broken body, he forced out a calming breath and reclined against the pillows. A relieved moan split his lips. 

“Life is funny, isn’t it?” A wistful note softened her voice. “Sometimes, I don’t know whether I should laugh, cry, or shout at the top of my lungs.”

“In my experience, it’s best to do all three.” Though he could count on one hand all the times he’d cried in the past several years. He grimaced as she plucked at the stiff, blood-encrusted fabric of her shirt again. Guilt skewered him. “Let me replace it. Your clothes,” he clarified as she raised her eyebrow. “Or at least pay to have it cleaned.”

“Dry cleaning won’t fix this. After blood sets, it’s impossible to get out.”

True, but they had probably learned that in different ways.

“Besides,” she continued, “your friend already shoved an envelope of cash in my hand. I tried to refuse—I didn’t stay with you all night for the hope of getting something out of you, or him—but he wouldn’t accept no for an answer.”

Frustration sliced through Ángel like red-hot blades. Of course, Enrique would
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