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        For the people who have walked with me this far,

        And for the new ones on the horizon.

      

      

      

      
        
        And also for cheese. I love you, cheese.

        Especially you, Manchego.
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        Life in the village isn't as safe as Adelita thought it would be.

      

      

      

      
        
        With a new family ready to take her in, Adelita still isn't quite sure she belongs, bringing danger ever nearer to her one safe place. Though she's beginning to fall into a rhythm with the three warriors, their protection has some serious setbacks whenever she questions the formidable Cruz.

      

      

      

      
        
        The Kalku haven't stopped hunting her down. They are determined to steal her strength at any cost. When Adelita realizes the protection the village offers might be at risk, she knows that even though she wants to remain with them, if she wants to keep them safe, she has to leave them all...

      

      

      

      
        
        ...Even the ones who have stolen her heart.
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            Things I Cannot Undo

          

          Cruz

        

      

    

    
      My sister’s greeting at our return to the tribe has been slightly lackluster. “You’re an absolute idiot,” Eva says, folding her arms with a frown.

      I cast Eva a glower but she never cowers under the weight of my frustration. “Not helping.” Normally everyone in the house finds an excuse to get away from me at the slightest sign of my temper, but Eva regards me as if I’m being annoying.

      Only a sister can get away with that.

      She taps her foot as she stares me down. “You tell father you’re bringing home a rescue and that you’re setting them up in our home. Quite the convenient omission of a pronoun. Then lo and behold, you come home with an actual woman, carrying her like she’s a fainted bride over the threshold. Beautiful as the day is long. What did you expect?”

      “Santos was shaking too badly to carry her and Rafi’s pissed about something so I had to carry her.”

      Me. Rafi’s pissed at me because I was too rough with Adelita when I tried to train her to stand up to the Kalku. Addy is the strongest person I’ve ever come across but learning how to be strategic and agile in your fighting is still a necessity when you’re a beautiful woman with a target on your back.

      But I leave all those details out so I don’t have to soak in another layer of my sister’s wrath. Eva’s got a mouth on her when she gets worked up. Why can’t she be wary of me, like everyone else in the village?

      Eva starts pacing in front of the kitchen’s long island. “Her. Her. Who is she? Does she have a name? Dad’s already announced to the tribe that you’ve brought home a woman to live in your house. Do you know how that sounds?”

      I hold back a groan of frustration. “It sounds like a marriage announcement he had no right making. He can have fun prying his foot from his mouth. I certainly didn’t do anything to encourage this.”

      Eva glances up at the ceiling as if praying for patience. “It’s like you want me to yell at you. Do you not understand how long the tribe has been waiting for you to choose a bride so you can continue the family line? Everyone assumed you’d…”

      I know what she’s going to say. She’s not wrong. I’m supposed to end up alone. That’s the point of La Sayona’s curse.

      I roll my shoulders and avoid Eva’s needling. “How does me bringing home a random survivor equal out to a wedding?”

      Her glare cuts to me, her hands on her hips. She’s only an inch shorter than me, which is taller than most of the men in the village. She wears her height like it gives her an extra boost of authority, which I can’t imagine she needs. She has sheer volume, birthright and tenacity on her side. The height is just overkill.

      Arms akimbo, she lowers her voice to properly scold me. “It does when you’re next in line to produce an heir the whole tribe is counting on. You know how the villagers feel about outsiders.”

      “I think the giant border wall around our tribe speaks for itself.” I cannot believe I’m letting Eva bait me, but apparently, I can’t help myself. Adelita’s earlier criticism of our wall stuck in my brain. “I know the gig. We rescue victims from the Kalku. Sometimes we even let them into the village for our healers to get them back on their feet. Then we pat ourselves on the back for what compassionate heroes we are, but really everyone in Cáceres is counting the seconds until the newcomers are out of here. The second the outsiders enter the village, they’re treated like lepers. Can’t have the purity of the tribe infected by too many foreigners.”

      Eva rears back at my blunt assessment, but recovers coolly, as she always finds a way to do. “Survivors usually are sent to the healer’s home, not the chief’s home, and then they’re placed outside of the village once they’re recovered from whatever the Kalku put them through. They don’t take up residence in the village, much less the chief’s home.”

      “Santos did.”

      She narrows her eyes at me, her sarcasm flaring. “Yes. I’m sure if you married Santos, even that would be an improvement to your current state.”

      I grab an apple from the teal-painted pottery bowl in the center of the kitchen’s island, rubbing it on my shirt before taking a bite. Man, I miss fresh food. Weeks of gas station grabs and takeout is the worst. “You’re just mad because if I had brought home a wife, the heat would be off of you to find a husband.”

      She lets out a long exhale like she’s purging the air from a tire. “That would be a bonus, yes. Dad set me up with another one of his selections while you were away. As if that’s all it takes.”

      “Let me guess: A decorated warrior who hasn’t cracked a smile since he was a toddler.”

      “It’s almost like you’ve heard me complain about this before.”

      “One or two hundred times, yes.”

      The bickering cools between us, since we’re in the same boat. She wants to continue to sit in on policy meetings with Dad, but if she gets married, that spot will go to her husband. Our tribe is a pretty strict patriarchy. I’m to rule next, and I couldn’t want the job less.

      She paces about the beige-tiled kitchen, her teal dress matching the countertops as she turns on her heel and marches back and forth. “I’m not sure how much clearer I can be that I have no desire to marry a warrior. My father is the chief who worked his way up from being a warrior himself. My uncle is head of the army. My brother is a highly revered warrior who is completely daft when it comes to women, and who, come to think of it, also hasn’t cracked a smile since he was a toddler. I don’t want that life. I want to affect change at the highest level.”

      “And if you ever did get married? If you could have both a position of prominence and a husband?”

      Before she speaks, I already know what she’s going to say. “I want a poet. I want to laugh and enjoy my marriage, like Mom and Dad do. I don’t want to bite my nails for the rest of my life, adding a husband to the list of men I love who I’m constantly afraid might never come home every time they step foot outside this village.”

      She started out in her usual rant, but it ends on a pained note that hits me right between the ribs. “I missed you too, Eva.”

      She rolls her eyes at me, though I can see there are tears glistening. “Oh, you’re impossible.”

      When Dad comes in with a grand, “So who’s going to introduce me to my future daughter-in-law?” I groan, and have to explain myself all over again.

      It’s hard to watch disappointment bloom on my father’s face. I do all I can never to catch that look directed at me. I don’t know how to avoid it today, though. He looks like me, only jolly and a good thirty pounds overweight. The only way I can picture myself joyful is to look at my father and take away a few years. He’s got black hair that hasn’t thinned or receded, no matter how much strain the tribe puts on us. He’s thick chested, tall and with a stern jawline that I put to better use than he ever could.

      Father rarely accesses his disapproval, but I can feel it through the veil of love he wears like a medal of honor.

      I scratch the nape of my neck. “I can still introduce you to the newcomer, though. You might want to wait until she’s awake. Conversation might be a bit one-sided if you go in now.”

      Dad recovers as best he can. “Well, I suppose that would be nice. Tell me about this woman.”

      I shrug. “Name’s Adelita.”

      Addy. I called her “Addy” like she’s my playground girlfriend or something. I’m glad she didn’t highlight that slip up.

      I lean against the counter. “Not much to tell. Actually, you should ask Santos all about her. He could tell you plenty.”

      Dad’s face drains, reminding me that I’m terrible at jokes. “Tell me she wasn’t abducted by the Kalku. Tell me you rescued her before they did their damage.”

      “Nothing like that. I just meant Santos has it bad for her, so he would know better about Adelita than I do.”

      Father and Eva both gape at me, stunned just as I had been at the prospect. I’m not sure if it was more unbelievable that Santos was capable of something as human as attraction, or if the real shocker was that a woman was showing interest in him.

      I grimace at how mean my thoughts sound. Santos is awesome; it’s just that the woman in the village are terrified of their resident savage. They don’t do well with outsiders, especially ones who lived with the vicious Kalku.

      My father doesn’t completely regain his composure, but places his hands on the island as his usual smile takes over his features. “Well, that settles it. I must get to know her first thing. I heard her talking while I passed through the hallway.”

      “Then she’s awake now. Knock yourself out.”

      “If she’s awake, why are you out here? She’s a rescue, which means you should be with her. Unless…” Eva sees through me, narrowing her eyes while I squirm. “You did something, didn’t you.”

      Darn her for knowing too much when she couldn’t possibly know anything about it. I don’t want to admit to Eva that I pushed Addy too hard. I’m the one who tore her stitches—twice now. I didn’t just toughen her up; I hurt her. Santos had to give her enough sedative for her to pass clean out.

      Still, I hate it when Eva’s right. She gloats, and I’m not in the mood for it today. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m not avoiding anything.”

      She holds up her hands like only the most vexing little sisters can do. “I never said you were avoiding her. But while we’re on the subject, why are you avoiding her?”

      I run my tongue along the top row of my teeth before speaking. “If you think we’re too old for me to throw you into the pond, you’re wrong.”

      “Children,” Dad scolds, but it’s the most he cares to redirect us. It’s all we need to fall in line.

      I grab an apple for Adelita, guessing she’s probably hungry since she missed the last meal due to being, well, passed out. I lead them down the many winding corridors toward my room. It’s just pragmatic that Adelita is set up in the bedroom next to mine. Santos and I hem her room in, so it’s the safest place in the house.

      I knock four times in a pattern the three of us know. Rat rat-a-tat, letting Santos know it’s me.

      He’s not quick to answer the door. In fact, when it does swing open, it’s Rafael. My oldest friend doesn’t greet me, but kisses my father and sister on the cheek instead. “Come on in. Good to see you, Dad.”

      I wish Rafi could take the mantle of keeping the family name going, but the tribe was insistent: just because Dad adopted Rafael and Santos and made them my brothers doesn’t mean they can rule. Their children won’t be of the royal bloodline.

      Shortsighted idiots.

      “Good to see you too, Son. I hear we have a new guest in our home. Care to introduce me?” My dad’s smile comes easily, though he keeps his voice quiet, as if Addy’s a newborn or something.

      Adelita. Not Addy.

      Rafi gives Dad a sharp nod and a forced smile as he ushers them inside. This room was largely used as our hangout, but upon my call home, Dad and Aarón had the place outfitted with a canopy bed, white linens and gilded fixtures. It truly is a room for a future Tribeswoman.

      It’s the room that weights me with his silent disappointment more than anything else. I can see his high expectations for me, and how I’ve never fulfilled that one item on his checklist. He wants me happy, and thinks this is the way to get me there. He also wants me to secure our family’s legacy, which is no small responsibility. It’s also nearly impossible, given my nightly predicament.

      Santos is sitting on the bed, his boots off and his back against the ornate headboard. I groan internally at the woodcarvings that look freshly done, and tell the story of our family’s rise to power. Dad tends to go overboard when he’s happy. This was meant for my future bride, which Adelita is not.

      And there she is, wrapped in a white blanket, cradled on Santos’ lap. She’s small, all curled up against him with her head on his shoulder. Her nose is pink and her eyes are rimmed in red while Santos brushes his fingers over her raven braids. He’s careful with her, like he’s stroking glass. The strongest person I’ve ever met, and he’s treating her like it matters when a person breaks.

      Adelita will soon learn that it doesn’t, and she’ll be stronger for it.

      “This is our new friend?” Dad asks Santos, sitting gingerly on the edge of the bed. His voice is quiet to match the hushed mood.

      Santos nods but doesn’t get up to bow and kiss the floor, as he always does when Dad enters the room. Dad’s told him a million times that it’s not necessary, but it’s the only thing Santos has ever been obstinately disobedient about. He reveres the man who welcomed him into his home after he was rescued from the Kalku. Santos adores the father who regards him as a man and not a slave.

      Instead of the usual bowing, he holds Adelita tight. It’s like he’s afraid that if he lets go, she’ll come to ruin. In our home. Where there’s never been an attack from the Kalku. The other two tribes never bring their turf wars onto our soil, either. Our village is the safest in the world but Santos’ hackles are still raised. He coils his arms tighter around her ribs to guard her, even from our dad.

      If that’s what it’s like to be in love, I don’t want anything to do with it. I can’t imagine feeling the protectiveness I do for my people along with this overwhelming need to make sure a fully capable woman doesn’t get her feelings hurt or some nonsense.

      I don’t want anything like that for myself, but for some reason, I can’t look away.

      It’s an obvious effort for Santos to pry one hand away from her body, but he does so to sign to my father a few details about the woman in his arms. “This is Adelita. The Kalku want her.” Then he strokes Addy’s braids so lovingly, Eva coos, her hand moving over her heart. “We belong to each other.”

      It’s the strangest and the most perfect thing I never expected Santos to say. I don’t even know if Adelita agrees with it because she can’t speak sign. By the way she’s molded her body to his, I’m guessing she doesn’t have any real reservations about the intensity of their connection.

      Dad is careful with his volume and chooses his words slowly. “It’s nice to meet you, Adelita. Where are you from?”

      She answers, and Dad goes through the litany of questions we always ask when someone’s had a run-in with the Kalku.

      True to form, Adelita doesn’t respond when Dad asks why the Kalku were targeting her. When he looks to me for the truth, I cross my arms over my chest and give him a firm shake of my head. I don’t often keep secrets from my dad, but this one doesn’t belong to me. It’s hers, and I’ve forced her into too much as it is. I have faith that she’ll trust Dad with the truth in time, after he’s proven his character enough for her liking.

      Besides, the less people know about her ability, the better. If Tio Bruno finds out, he’ll draft her into the band of warriors first thing, which would be an utter disaster. She’s too gentle for anything like that. Too afraid of herself. I only taught her to fight so she could defend herself if she’s snatched at again, and even that was too much.

      Or maybe how I taught her was too much. I flinch when her screams replay in my brain.

      Dad is kind as he speaks to Santos. “Son, do you want me to call one of our healers for her? You boys have been on the road for a long time. I’m sure you could use a break.”

      “No, Father José. I am her healer. She will be alright if I’m here. It’s only when I step away that she gets hurt.”

      Dad glances at her fresh bandages with a wince. “Oo. The Kalku really did a number on you.”

      Rafi moves past me and purposefully knocks my body with his shoulder. It wasn’t the Kalku who tore her stitches twice. It was me. I did a number on her—this woman who’d just been traumatized and taken from her home forever.

      It’s never been more clear that I am not ready for a wife. Adelita looks so small and content in Santos’ arms; I can’t picture her doing that with me. Besides, La Sayona won’t leave me alone. Just when I let my guard down, she torments me. Bad enough Adelita was subjected to my screams when La Sayona tortured my mind while we were in the motel. It’s good she’s on Santos’ lap. It’s good he kisses her braids. It’s good he rests his chin atop her head. I don’t want anything like that for myself.

      Even if I did, it would be impossible anyway.

      Why Dad and Eva assumed I was bringing a woman home for myself is beyond me. The fact that they have hope my curse could one day be lifted is sweet, but foolish.

      Dad invites Adelita to dinner at his table once she’s feeling better. Instead of looking to me when she doesn’t know what to do or who to trust, she looks to Santos, who nods. “You can trust Father José. He’s a good man.”

      When she can’t read his fingers or lips clearly enough, Rafi translates for her. She can’t even understand Santos half the time, since his curse left him mute, and yet they appreciate each other so well.

      Dad doesn’t comment on the fact that it’s a definite barrier that Santos can’t speak to the woman he adores without a translator present. Instead his eyes soften, looking on the intensity of their connection with wistful eyes, as if it’s the best thing he’s seen in years. “Santos, I’m so happy you brought her home to us. Good for you, Son. When she’s ready, show her around her new home with us, and take her for a walk in the village. Anything she needs, be sure to let the staff know.”

      “Staff?” she asks.

      “Yes, hija. Anything at all, my household is at your disposal. Any friend of Santos is… well, usually is only Cruz and Rafael. You are most welcome here.”

      She snuggles more securely in Santos’ arms, and he accommodates her movements.

      Jeez, they’re like one body. It’s so strange to watch, yet oddly comforting.

      “What do you do for a living that you have staff that works in your home? Like, you have a housekeeper?” She glances around the room as if seeing all the trappings for the first time. The gold fixtures, the ornate bed, all of it making it dawn on her that she’s not in her old life anymore.

      Dad casts me an inquiring look, which I ignore. “You want to know what I do? I would have thought Cruz might say that first thing. I am Chief José, leader of the Cáceres tribe. Cruz didn’t tell you any of this?”

      Eva breezes by in a flutter of material. “When is the very first possible minute we can spend some time together? All you know of our tribe so far is traveling with three men who have no concept of the finer things.”

      A smile quirks the corner of Adelita’s lips. “What could be finer than motels and gas station food?”

      Eva laughs, and for some reason, I exhale. It couldn’t possibly matter if my family gets along with Adelita. I mean, for Santos’ sake, sure, it makes things less complicated. But it’s not like my life would change all that much if Eva and Adelita clashed.

      But when Eva takes Adelita’s hand and helps her slowly out of the bed, something about the sight feels right. My family likes her. I’m not sure why that matters or even registers, but it does.

      Eva doesn’t hold back, which is no real surprise. “What are they dressing you in? Santos, honestly. Did you cut her shirt open and retie it?” She closes her eyes as if the whole thing is painful to look at.

      I try not to notice the fact that Addy’s not wearing a bra.

      She has perfectly round, full breasts that lead to a curved waistline and wider hips.

      I wet my lips without meaning to and look away.

      “The shirt is fine,” Adelita lies.

      Eva shakes her head, her nose in the air, which is the precursor to her taking over. “Allow me to apologize for my brothers. They’ve been living on the road for far too long. Santos, take a break. Take a bath. All of you. I’ve got it from here.”

      Rafi smirks at my sister. “Good luck getting Santos to let Adelita out of his sight.”

      Santos does his best to control his anxiety, but it comes out in the rapid and jerky way he signs to Eva. He’s careful not to mouth anything so Adelita doesn’t catch on. “Do not let her out of your sight, Sister. Please stay in the house. Adelita is injured, so don’t let her use her left arm at all. If she needs anything—the smallest thing— I’m to get it for her. I’ll be in the kitchen, getting her meal prepared.”

      Eva’s nose crinkles. “Aarón is serving dinner at the usual time, in like, an hour. Does she have to eat before then?”

      “Regular time is fine. I need to make her food. I know Aarón can be trusted, I just… I can’t. If Adelita needs something, I will see to it.”

      I cannot fathom how head over heels a man has to be to have such anxiety over the littlest thing. I mean, Aarón’s a fine cook. He’s lived with us since before I was born. Santos has never taken issue eating the house chef’s food before. He likes Aarón.

      It’s all too intense for me, so I step out into the hallway and Rafi follows. “How long are we home this time?”

      “Just until Santos is stable enough to leave Adelita, so we can go check out the rustling around the curse tree. That’s where Tio Bruno wants us.” I run my hand over my face. “Man, Santos is so crazy about her. I don’t get it. Now he doesn’t trust Aarón to cook for her?” I say it like a joke, but I’m truly asking because the whole thing is ridiculous.

      Rafi scowls at me, which I gotta say, I’m not a fan of. “It’s not Aarón he doesn’t trust; it’s you. You’re the crux of Santos’ whole belief system. If Cruz is a good man, other men can be good. Now that Cruz can’t be trusted, other men can’t be trusted. You really don’t get that?” Rafi leans against the wall across from me and kicks his leg up to rest on it. “Look, I get it. You turn into an asshole when you care. I’m under no grand delusion that Cruz the Conqueror has any clue how to deal with real people. But just because Santos and I accept that about you doesn’t mean Adelita should. Aside from the fact that you hurt her shoulder twice, you scared Santos. Do you know how hard it is to traumatize a man who survived the Kalku?” Rafi shakes his head and stares up at the ceiling. “I swear, if you take what’s good about Santos and break it, you can go on your next mission alone. Adelita is good for him. Lately, you aren’t.”

      Every now and then, I hate that my best friend isn’t intimidated by me. Rafi tells me the truth and doesn’t feel obligated to hold back. His words smart because they hit too close to the truth. I don’t want them to be true, so I ignore them as best I can.

      My jaw tightens. “We can stay for a couple days, but then we should get back on the road. Check out the tree.”

      He fixes me with a steely gaze. “That doesn’t sound like an ‘I heard you, Rafi. I’ll lay off Adelita.’”

      I hold up my hands. “Sure. Whatever. Just be ready in a couple days. Santos can sneak in all the kisses he likes with Adelita until then.”

      Though, to be fair, I’ve not seen them actually kiss yet.

      Rafi levels his gaze at me. “If you ask me, you care a little too much about who she’s kissing, Brother.” He uses the wall as leverage and kicks himself off it. “I’m staying with Santos until he’s okay. If that takes a month, so be it. If you want me along on your missions, you’ll fix what you broke before you want to leave for the next job.”

      He starts to walk away, which makes me brave enough to spout out a mouthy, “Maybe I’ll take one of the other warriors who knows how to fall in line.”

      Rafael laughs at my threat, which irks me. “Typical Cruz. Snarls in the face of the Kalku, but runs like a scared little boy from a conversation with a woman.”

      Then the bastard starts singing the song the villagers made up about me when I rescued five women from being sacrificed a few years ago. I hate that song, and he friggin’ knows it.

      I open my mouth to cuss him out, but my words stick in my throat when the door swings open. Eva’s arm is threaded through Adelita’s, like they’ve known each other their whole lives. They’re giggling about something, but the laughter dies on their lips when they see me standing in their path.

      I hate when people do that. I’m not trying to stop people from laughing, but that’s exactly what happens whenever I show up.

      Three days. That’s how long I can take it before I get itchy and need to be back on the road again. If Rafi’s serious about not coming on the next job if I don’t work things out with Adelita and Santos in time, I’m screwed. Only Rafi can push me to do something I really don’t want to do.

      A smile. That’s something people like. I catch Adelita’s eye and offer up a grin. She freezes and backs up, like I’ve just told her it’s me who wants to eat her heart out of her chest, and not the Kalku.

      Eva’s face pulls in horror. “What is that face for?”

      The corners of my mouth fall into my usual grumping. “It’s called a smile. Is that not allowed?”

      Eva shudders. “If that’s what you call a smile, then Brother, you are sorely out of practice.”

      They leave me standing in the hallway, regretting all the things I can’t undo.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Silk in a Sea of Armor

          

          Adelita

        

      

    

    
      I never had a sister growing up, and I’m only just starting to realize how truly cheated I’ve been. Eva is incredible. She doesn’t talk in half-explanations or whole aggressions, but speaks to me like we’ve known each other forever. After the week I’ve had, she’s a breath of fresh air, making this strange new place feel like I might actually belong here. The fact that she ordered a bra with removable straps to be brought in for me? Well, that just makes me love her even more.

      Eva fishes through her closet, frowning at a pretty garment. “Not this one. It’s got sleeves. Rafi said your shoulder needs to be exposed. Something about ‘making Cruz see what he’s done.’”

      I snigger. “Yeah, that sounds like Rafael, alright. Can I borrow a tank top or something? All my things are in storage. One day, when all this is over, you can steal some of my things in return. Though, I’m not sure I own anything as nice as all this. Might not be all that fair a trade.”

      Her closet is enormous and filled with silks and gauzy skirts. Her dresses are so nice, I check to make sure my hands are clean before touching them.

      Eva’s face falls as she sits on her bed. Her teal and pink skirt flows out from her in a gust with the motion. Despite her frown, she is devastatingly beautiful without effort. High cheekbones and perfectly arched eyebrows, Eva carries herself like the daughter of a ruler, indeed. “You assume the mess with the Kalku is going to blow over? I don’t think Cruz did all that great a job explaining things if that’s where you’ve landed.”

      I turn my back to her and leaf through the dresses, searching for something I won’t trip over. Eva is a good several inches taller than me, and all of these gowns are floor-length. “I know it won’t be overnight, but yeah. One day, I’ll be able to go back to my life and get a new job and all that. Isn’t that the hope when one goes into battle? That someday the world will be better off?”

      “I guess. Maybe. I honestly don’t know anymore. It’s been too long for hope at this point. I think we’ve all just grown to accept that the Kalku will always be here. There’s nothing we can do but stand our ground and rescue those who get taken as often as we can.”

      My fingers trill down one of the pink silk gowns. “I think if I believed that, my heart would never stop breaking.”

      She stares toward the window, taking in the evening sun. “You can learn to live with heartbreak easily enough. In the end, it’s the optimism that crushes me. Believing things might get better when they never do. My dad left the tribe on missions all the time when I was little, and now my brother is always gone, doing the same thing. Our tribe produces warriors because that’s what nature requires. Anything else is wasted in here.”

      Her words hit me hard. I study the silks with new appreciation. Eva stands out as a beacon of beauty. It’s an act of defiance to the duty that surrounds her. I begin to see what a true gift she is, taking the life that was handed to her and making it something she wants to look at, even if the entire tribe’s culture is bent around putting battle at the forefront.

      She’s surviving. This whole closet is filled with her method of survival. She will seek out beauty even as the world around her calls for blood.

      I keep my eyes on the fabrics as I speak. “I think it takes a lot of strength to be silk in a sea of armor.”

      When a knock sounds at the door, Eva breezes toward it with a sea of fabric floating behind her. She gives a one-noted grunt of a greeting before moving down the hallway, leaving Rafael to meander into the bedroom.

      I cast him a smile. “Hey, Rafael. Don’t tell me you also wanted to borrow one of Eva’s dresses. I might have to fight you for this one.” I run my fingers down the smooth material of a red gown.

      His smile fights through tension but eventually takes over his face. “Man, do we need you here. Brought you this. I’ll have you know I didn’t even look inside. I don’t need to know that my sweet Adelita wears a pale pink strapless bra with a little heart in the center. I would never look, so don’t even try to tempt me.”

      I narrow my eyes at his dancing eyebrows and take the package. “Your gentlemanly self-control is duly noted.”

      His face grows serious as his voice lowers. “Did Cruz talk to you yet?”

      My mouth draws to the side. “No. About what?”

      His shoulders stiffen but he manages to hold on to what I clearly see is a flaring temper. “Nothing important, I guess.” Then he covers his frustration so seamlessly, I almost wish he were televised, so I could replay the transition over and over. It’s like he doesn’t know how to let a negative emotion sit before he has to brush it under the rug with a smile.

      “You don’t have to do that, you know.” I point to his smile, looking up at him from my spot on the edge of the mattress as he stands before me.

      “Do what?”

      “Look happy when you’re not. You don’t have to put on a brave face for me. You can be yourself. Remember when we talked about your number on the Enneagram?”

      “I’m a seven. It’s the best number.” Rafi pauses to scratch his head. “But I forget what it means.”

      “You’re the enthusiast. You’ll tap-dance and throw a parade to distract from actual pain. You’re hard-wired for fun, and run away from things that upset you.” I reach out and hold his hand. “My advice? Give yourself a whole minute of feeling the discomfort that comes from negative emotions before you shimmy away from them. The party will still be there, and so will you.”

      It’s a long look he fixes on me before he leans in and kisses my cheek, as if we’re the type of people who do that all the time. “I’ll try to keep that in mind. If I forget, I want you to kiss me just like that. Maybe it’ll bring me back to myself.”

      I run my hand down his cheek. “It’s going to be okay, Rafael.”

      He dips his chin and lightly pecks my other cheek, spreading a blush over my chest and face. I’ve never had a friend who kissed me this much. It’s sweet in a way that’s entirely intimate, yet without being intimidating.

      I think I like it.

      On the Enneagram—the tool many therapists use to help our clients self-actualize—I’m a six, which is called the loyalist. But for the past two years, I’ve had no one to commit myself to. I’ve been aimless and, let’s face it, depressed since my mama died.

      But Rafael’s sweet kisses reawaken my six nature, tethering me to this family in ways I worry might be permanent.

      Rafael makes a contented “mm” sound before he glances over my shoulder and postures. “Eva? What’s wrong?”

      My intake of breath isn’t quiet when I spot Eva’s wet eyes as she comes back into the room. “Oh, what happened? We were talking and now you’re upset. Did I say something?”

      She waves off my concern with a watery smile and plops down on the side of the mattress next to me. “I’m alright.”

      Rafi crouches before Eva, who’s sitting on the bed in a pile of expensive fabrics. He’s cute like that, all sweet and concerned for her. I’m a sucker for a big man on his knees. “What’s wrong, Evita?”

      She sniffs as she searches for a tissue. “Nothing. A million things. I don’t know. Adelita and I were talking and… No one’s ever put things like that to me before.”

      “Like what?” I go back over our conversation to search for anything damning.

      “You said I was silk. That I’m brave because I’m silk in a world full of armor. Most of the time I feel silly being me, but that… Thank you. I think I needed to hear that.”

      Rafi casts a wry grin my way. “That’s how women talk to each other? Call me burlap, viento. Tell me I’m rough and gravelly against your skin. I’ll be dewy-eyed for sure.” Rafi jokes, but then pulls a bandana from his back pocket. He grumbles that it’s pretty dirty, but still, he offers it to Eva, and she dries her eyes with it.

      “Thank you.” She makes to hand it back to him, but he shakes his head.

      “Keep it. It’s pretty much ruined, anyway. It’s stained with the blood of the enemy and all that war stuff you don’t like to hear about. I was going to throw it away.”

      She glowers up at him when he rises, and I don’t blame her for it. I don’t know why he took a perfectly sweet gesture and dumbed it down so it’s completely unrecognizable as a nice deed.

      I cast him a curious look but he brushes it off, like he does so many things. Rafi straightens. “Santos and Aarón are nearly done with dinner. I’m to escort you fine ladies.”

      Eva snorts. “Escort us to dinner? Since when is that a thing?”

      He jerks his thumb at me. “Since this one came into the picture. Frankly, I’m surprised Santos has stayed away this long.”

      “Alright. Give us a minute. I’ve got to get changed.” I wave him off as Eva strolls into the massive closet.

      Rafi leans in and speaks quietly with mischief dancing in his eyes. “Don’t hold back on my account. I’ve already not seen your pale

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  
OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Dangerous Hearts
      


      		
        1. Things I Cannot Undo
      


      		
        2. Silk in a Sea of Armor
      


      		
        3. Cruz’s Dimples
      


      		
        4. At the Table
      


      		
        5. Eating with the Family
      


      		
        6. Cruz’s Future Bride
      


      		
        7. I Hate Adelita
      


      		
        8. Sleeping with Santos
      


      		
        9. Holding Hands
      


      		
        10. Morning Light
      


      		
        11. Driver of the Year
      


      		
        12. The Story of La Sayona
      


      		
        13. Acidic Kiss
      


      		
        14. Burning Love
      


      		
        15. Lovers Doing Loverly Things
      


      		
        16. Wanting More
      


      		
        17. Heated Kiss
      


      		
        18. Colorful Eyes
      


      		
        19. Intimate
      


      		
        20. Lies and Lust
      


      		
        21. Purple Jewelry
      


      		
        22. Cruz’s Almost-Apprentice
      


      		
        23. El Culebrón
      


      		
        24. Curse Axes
      


      		
        25. Mother and Son
      


      		
        26. Things Change
      


      		
        Twisted Hearts
        
          		
            1. Hidden
          


        


      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Copyright


      		Dedication


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/dangeroushearts.jpg
N

USA TODAN BESESE

MARY, E

SAVAGE BEE ART.S:-SSE“RSL E-S






