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        I’m a man with an immoral compass. A convicted killer in one country and the right-hand to the devil in another.

      

      

      

      
        
        Javier Lucas offers death without mercy—something my enemies don’t live long enough to tell, but the carnage left behind paints a brutal story. I have no soul. No regrets. This is who I am, and I embrace the darkness that flows through my veins while blood stains my skin.

      

      

      

      
        
        And I’ve never wanted more until...

      

      

      

      
        
        Our eyes met and my world took a pause. One flirty exchange and I vowed to tame her wildness.

      

      

      

      
        
        Fate is a word I now believed in.

      

      

      

      
        
        Because it led me to her. To my beautiful little criminal.
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        Muñeca = Doll

      

        

      
        Linda = Beautiful or Pretty

      

        

      
        Hijueputa = Son of a bitch

      

        

      
        Parce = Friend

      

        

      
        Güevon = Lazy person

      

        

      
        Brujeria = Voodoo/Witchcraft

      

        

      
        Mamita = Term of endearment for a mother or used as a cat-call for hot girl. The same word could be used either way and has different meanings depending on how it’s used.

      

        

      
        Listo = Done
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        We’re a brutal explosion of lust and hunger,

        this raw uncontrollable yearning that I call home.

      

        

      
        ~Javier Lucas
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        Colombia three years ago...

      

      

      

      THE STALE STENCH of old wounds greets my senses the moment I step inside the semi-darkened room. It’s overpowering and undeniably human. That beginning stage of decomposition where lesions fail to heal and infection sets in, rotting a person from the inside out.

      It’s a scent I know. One I understand.

      Because for every action, there is an often more damning consequence that even the most corrupt fear. All men have a weakness. One soft spot which renders them useless, and no one is immune to the karma of divine justice.

      I’m here today as an example of that.

      You pay in life for your wrongdoings.

      My eyes sweep the room, and I nod at the man responsible for my role in today’s proceedings. Alejandro, my cousin, sits just a few feet from the center in an opulent golden chair that doesn’t fit within these walls while villagers gather around. Men and women line the back wall of an old abandoned building on the outskirts of Bogota while waiting on justice to be served.

      Two men are on trial for their misdeeds and are tied together by greed. Stupidity.

      For stealing from those who trusted—put faith in the empty words of a low-life opportunist.

      Because you don’t bite the hand that feeds. You don’t take away the only source of sustenance these families have by emptying the poppy fields while using their labor under false direction—telling them it was a direct order—and attempting to sell the flowers to a European company whose loyalty lies with our family.

      A novice mistake, and they’ll pay with their lives for two reasons. One, for being scum. And the other, for trying to go behind his boss’s back and making that idiotic purchase.

      Everyone’s watching the two men bound and gagged—bruised and bloodied—with horror-stricken expressions on their faces as the men take me in. The assholes wait, they beg with their eyes for a mercy they’ll never receive.

      Instead, the closer I get, the more they tremble. The smile on my face eviscerates whatever shred of hope they held on to.

      I don’t feel bad for them. Not at all.

      I wouldn’t be here if they were honorable men.

      Hushed whispers meet my ears then, the murmurs of witnesses filling the space as I stop beside a small rolling cart. There’s a tray atop it with two bullets, a .45 caliber Glock, and a machete.

      It’s all I’ll need.

      “That family is nothing but an infestation of roaches in need of extermination.”

      I catch that, and my attention snaps in the direction of the idiot who spoke. It’s not hard to pick him out amongst the group. Not when the two women beside him take steps to the side with wide eyes. They’re watching him, and then flick their eyes to me and then back again. Back and forth three times, and then they all but run toward the opposite side when I move in his direction.

      There’s a gulp, and two palms go up in supplication.

      “Say it again, Güevon,” I hiss out, my hand wrapped around his neck before his next inhale. My fingers tighten and his breathing becomes choppy, chest rising and falling fast—fighting to regain the missing oxygen he needs to live. There’s a choking sound that slips from his parted lips while his body fights to break my hold, and still, I won’t budge. I don’t lose my stance even when his legs go weak. If anything, I take joy in the feel of his life slipping away beneath my fingertips.

      I revel in the moment rationality sets in, and how easy it is to lose one’s mortality becomes a haunting truth; he has no choice but to confront.

      “Por favor, I didn’t—” His fingernails try to break the skin at my wrist but fail. No strength whatsoever.

      “I won’t ask you again.” Bringing my face closer to his, I arch a brow. “Repeat.”

      “Can’t breathe,” he chokes out, voice low while the color of his face reminds me of a fallen tomato out on the fields: dirty and ripped open under a heavy boot. It’s a pathetic response that further fuels my dislike of him. Of his type.

      A man without a backbone. Without conviction.

      The kind that runs at the first sight of a fight but will feed the fire until someone snaps.

      “If you can talk, you can breathe.” Multiple guns click and many avert their eyes as I tilt my head to the side, catching sight of Alejandro walking over from the corner of my eye. “What did you say?”

      “Q’hubo, Andresito?” My cousin stops beside us and I look over, catching the smirk on his face. He’s calm and collected, methodically dissecting the idiot in my hold. “You have something to say?”

      “No.”

      “Louder.” Alejandro nods and I release the man, letting him fall to his knees. At once, his hand comes up and he rubs his neck, glaring at us from his position. “Didn’t your father ever teach you manners? How to respect those above you?”

      “You’ll never be him.” The hand on the ground bracing his weight tightens into a fist, his teeth grinding as he spits out words through them. He’s amusing to watch, at least.

      “An abusive adulterer? Is that who I should admire?”

      “Fuck you,” Andresito hisses out a second before the bottom of my foot meets his face. A swift kick and he’s thrown back, landing on his back with an arm at an awkward angle. “Hijueputa!”

      “Watch. Your. Mouth.” My fingers twitch, and I hold myself back from putting a bullet between his eyes. We’re not innocent—there’s enough blood on my family’s hands to cover a stadium, but his crimes are worse. Behind the disguise of a poppy farmer, Don Andres also dabbled in human trafficking and kept a horde of prostitutes at his disposal by forced addiction. Andresito knows this. His wife knew this. “I won’t repeat myself.”

      “He ruined us!” The kid tries to wipe his face, but only succeeds in spreading the blood flowing from his nose across his lips and cheek. “My family is—”

      “You’re a bunch of sick fucks.”

      At my words, his eyes narrow and he tries to stand. “Maybe I’ll return the favor?” He’s unsteadied, almost drunk-like, and can barely manage to kneel with his face screwed up in anger. “He killed mine and I’ll kill—”

      “You.” I finish for him, pulling my Ruger from the holster around my chest. His father died at Alejandro’s hands, and he’ll meet his end at mine as a second later I pull the trigger, killing the sole male heir to Don Andres’s small estate. A few garbled breaths, and those scared eyes are on mine as his body stills and his life’s essence seeps from the wounds. One to his neck and the other his chest; two bullets exit his body and ricochet off the concrete ground, his blood marking those closest to his corpse. “Anyone else have something to say?”

      Not a word. Not so much as a sound.

      “We apologize for this small inconvenience.” Alejandro’s voice reverberates throughout the space as he clasps my shoulder, giving it a small squeeze before releasing. His men lower their drawn weapons, and mine returns to its place. “Let’s proceed.”

      “Agreed.” Nothing else is said while he retakes his seat, and my attention turns to the men on the floor, a puddle of urine now surrounding their scared forms. That, and the rivulets of blood winding down to the divot at the center that leads to drainage in the cement floor. “How are you two holding up? Need anything?” Their response is a muffled sound and I look over at the man closest to their forms. “Remove the gag.”

      “Of course, sir.” Alejandro’s guard tears the covering, then moves back into formation, gun in hand and finger on the trigger.

      “Gracias.” He nods, and I tilt my head in Francis’s direction. “I’m not going to repeat myself.”

      “I can explain, Javier. Just hear me out.”

      My eyes narrow and I pick up the machete, admiring the smooth wooden handle and slick blade. Not too heavy. Unbreakable if used with force. “That’s not what I asked, Francis.”

      “Please.”

      “How have you been?”

      “C-could be better.”

      “And whose fault is that?” Placing the machete back upon the tray, I prepare my single-use gun by loading the two bullets and cocking it with the barrel pointing at Francis.

      I’ve known him for years.

      I’ve welcomed him to share a meal or two with my family.

      I offered him a job when his father fell ill, and later when he passed, my family took care of the bill. Ungrateful son of a bitch.

      “I’m sorry.” It’s a whisper; two pathetic words that earn him a bullet to his right shoulder. His cry of pain reverberates throughout every inch of this room as his life’s essence begins to flow.

      At first, the .45 bullet’s entry and exit create a small splash, but soon it begins to flow downward, staining his exposed skin.

      He’s a human map of bruises and cuts, of swollen flesh and pain. From where I stand, it’s easy to make out the broken ribs and the fragment poking through the skin.

      My cousin doesn’t take kindly to thieves.

      And while it’s his product the men stole, these two are mine. I’m not the head of this operation, never want to be, but I do command respect.

      Taking lives is my profession. My passion as a private Sicario.

      But more than that, I am a Lucas first, and it was my mother they ran over with a pickup while rushing out of the field.

      They left her for dead.

      They left a woman whose life revolved around taking care of loved ones broken and now bound to a wheelchair.

      “Fuck your apology.” One bullet down. “Now, let’s play a round of truth or death.”

      “We can find a solution, Javier. She didn’t die—”

      “You’d already be dead otherwise.” The man beside him weeps, and I look over. “Something you want to say, Mr. Gil?” His head shakes back and forth fast, a bit of bloody spittle flying out with the frantic move. “Then be a good boy until I address you. Understood?”

      “Yes.” Low and meek.

      “Speak up. You still have your tongue.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      At my nod, he lowers his head and sits stone still. “Tell me, Francis. Tell me why you did it?”

      “He offered me money and a lot of American pussy.”

      “The world is full of opportunities, culicagado. Some good. Some bad.” I take the remaining steps between us and poke the still-hot barrel of the Glock into his wound. He squirms, trying to move away while I dig deeper, forcing the tip inside the hole by force. Tears run down his grimy face, his nose running as the skin stretches and eventually gives way. One hard push, and the muscles there buckle. The barrel is deep enough to stay upright without my hand and I let go, crouching down to his level. Eye to eye. “The outcomes vary by scenarios. Investing in real estate is profitable, but stealing from those you owe your life to becomes a death sentence.”

      “Please don’t kill me. I-I’ll work off the debt.”

      “Open that mouth again out of turn, Gil, and I’ll slit your throat,” I say without looking over, and when he doesn’t utter another sound, I smile at Francis and tap the handle. “Get up.”

      “I’m bound, Javi—” He doesn’t finish as the back of my hand connects with his face, forcing his head to the side.

      “There’s enough slack for you to stand.” Gil looks up at me and begins to rise before Francis, but I shake my head. One kneels while the other struggles to find footing, taking longer than my patience has time for, and I pull the gun out and hold it to his temple as positive reinforcement.

      Once again, his scream rends the air and his body recoils, but Francis is smart enough to rise to his feet. “That’s better.”

      “What can I do to make this right?” His low words meet my ears and I smile, rubbing the stained red barrel down his cheek and then tapping the skin there. “I don’t want to die, Javier. Please.”

      “So, you want to make a deal? Is that right?” At my words, he nods. “Okay.”

      “Okay?” There’s a hint of relief mixed with trepidation in his tone, and there should be. Nothing is ever as simple. Not in our life. “I’ll do whatever it is you ask.”

      “You sure about that?”

      “Yes.” No hesitation, and I catch the nervous flinch from Gil. The way he folds into himself.

      That man isn’t a complete idiot; he just made the mistake that so many do. Greed isn’t an awful trait; the problem lies in taking from the wrong hands because those at the top have been where you are.

      The most notorious criminals start somewhere. An attack on our business isn’t a foreign occurrence—it’s something our family has prepared for—but not choosing their victim wisely will be a costly error.

      “There’s a bullet in the magazine, Francis. Just one.” He nods and I hand the Glock over, taking a step back. “Kill him.”

      There’s an important choice to be made here:

      Be brave or fight.

      Shoot him or me.

      Not that he would ever set a single foot outside this warehouse, but when the will to survive is strong, you’ll try anything. A few beats of silence follow, the sole cause of noise coming from the man still kneeling on the cold and dirty floor.

      Gil begins to recite words that are familiar to me. A prayer from the Catholic church while Francis raises a shaking hand. There’s a line on forgiveness for one’s sins—on repenting for harmful thoughts—and throughout both, the man remains breathing.

      Sweat beads on both sets of brows, and those in the room to witness don’t dare speak.

      “Shoot him.”

      “Javier, I’m—”

      “Unable to follow simple instructions?” Because playing the role of a monster and being one are two vastly different things. “Is that what you’re telling me?”

      “I can do it.” His shaking limbs say otherwise. His expression is one of utter fear.

      “Then get closer and use both hands to steady the shot.” Not that his injured shoulder helps, but it amuses me to see him grit his teeth while doing as I say. “You have five seconds to shoot.”

      Francis closes his eyes, and I move closer. He exhales roughly, and I smirk. “That’s five.” Before he can react, I have the Glock back in my hand and Gil lies dead with a bullet hole to the side of the head. Fragments scatter with the force of the blast. A lifeless body. Cold, vacant eyes.

      I drop the gun between his bare feet and wait.

      No reaction. Not so much as a twitch of a muscle.

      My eyes flick to Alejandro, and he presses a button on his phone. At once, the buzz of speakers fills the space and Francis’s voice filters through the room.

      “I told you this would be easy, parce. These people are mindless slaves. If the Lucas family says jump, they fall into line and ask how high.” The sound of an engine turning can be heard, and then the seat belt alarm follows shortly after. His companion doesn’t give more than a grunt in answer, giving Francis the opening to run his mouth. I’ve listened to this recording. “Cocky assholes sit comfortably atop while we do all the work.”

      “But isn’t your dream to be them?” Gil asks. A lighter sparks and you can hear his deep inhale from a cigarette. “That’s why you’re doing this, no? The money, power, and easy pussy attached.”

      “Always for a willing whore!” Both men laugh, but then Francis sobers. “But apart from that, I said yes because both Alejandro and Javier denied me the money I needed. They cost me my wife, and I’m returning the favor by taking a client and making them lose a lot more than the fifty thousand dollars I asked for.”

      “They couldn’t spare fifty?” Gil’s tone is incredulous with a hint of amusement. “That’s nothing to them. Not even a blip on their accounts.”

      “It isn’t.”

      “Then why say no?”

      “Javier—”

      “Turn it off.” Alejandro does and then tosses the device to land beside the gun. Francis looks down at both, face pallid. “Say it again.”

      “Say what?” He doesn’t look up at me.

      “Finish what you said on the recording.”

      “You know?”

      “We do.” Every single member of my family does.

      “How?” Now his eyes meet mine, and in them I find defeat. “I didn’t talk around—”

      “The pickup Gil offered was one of ours, you dumb motherfucker. It was a loaner he got from Emiliano a day before under the guise of being here on vacation. An idiot move, for a man who didn’t hide his tracks well.”

      “Why?”

      “We let you empty the fields. We let you make the transaction with him.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You will be.” I take the few steps toward the tray with the machete and pick it up, slapping the metal against my palm before turning back to him. He’s a mess: bloody and weak. “But this was the risk you were willing to take when you decided to rise against us, and all because we wouldn’t give you the money needed to silence your mistress.”

      “It wasn’t supposed to end like this.” Francis hangs his head, shoulders slumped. “In and out is what he promised me and with the move, Ana would forgive me. She’d come back.”

      “Why put yourself in this position?” I ask, but the answer is of no true importance.

      “Because I’m an idiot.”

      “Very true.”

      Francis takes in a deep breath and lets it out slowly. “For what it’s worth, Javier, I’m so sorry about what happened to your Mrs. Ida…how we left her there. I regret that more than you’ll ever know.”

      “And I’ll see you in hell one day, parce.” With that, I swing the machete clear across his chest, tearing open his flesh from shoulder to rib. Blood spills and his scream of pain overtakes every inch of the room while those inside begin a slow clap. One by one, the witnesses make their approval heard as the noise level drowns out Francis’s pain. “Mercy or pain?”

      “Pain.”

      “Pain.”

      “Pain.”

      It’s a chant that grows louder, the small windows rattling, and I nod, lifting the machete high again. The next strike is down his injured shoulder, embedding deep before I leave a matching slice across the opposite arm.

      The puddle beneath him grows. The strength in his body is depleted and he slumps forward on all fours. “Please end me, Javier.”

      “It’ll come sooner than you think.” One by one, I leave cuts across his body from the neck down. His face is left alone and only so his family can bury him without further trauma.

      “Thank you.” Those are his final words as the last blow is delivered to the back of his neck. My blade stays lodged as he falls, the final breath escaping while his mouth is now stained by the blood trickling from the corner.

      “Let this be a lesson to those who ever try to rise against the Lucas family. Next time, I won’t be as forgiving.” Faces nod and people turn toward the door as the seconds begin to pass. They go back home to their families while Alejandro’s men begin to remove the bodies, and it’s when Gil is placed inside a bag and wheeled out that my cousin approaches once more, a damp towel in his hand. “Thanks, primo.”

      “Our get-togethers have always been entertaining.”

      “Would you have it any other way?”

      “No.” Alejandro claps me on the shoulder then, a laugh booming out of him. “You remember our last trip to Mexico?”

      “How can I forget.” There’s a smirk across my face as I remember what led to the showdown with a local cartel boss. “Who knew turning down a gold-digger would cause such a mess. I lost my favorite gun in that exchange.”

      “There’s a replica in the car for you.”

      “It’s the least you can do.” We both let out a chuckle, making our way outside and toward my SUV where I pause to admire the gaudily wrapped box atop the hood. “The paper is hideous.”

      “Shut it and smile.”

      “I’m going to miss you, asshole.”

      “And it won’t be the same without you here.” He turns and leans against the front grill. “Are you sure about Chicago?”

      “I’m a wanted man.”

      “Aren’t we all in this family?”

      “True.” I mimic his stance, and we both watch the sun begin to set across the skyline. “But something is pulling me in that direction, and I’m following my instincts. Besides, I’ve been made a very lucrative offer.”

      “How good?”

      “Enough to keep me occupied for a year.”

      “And you trust this person?”

      “He comes highly recommended.” It’s the best I can give him, and he nods. In this business, no one has morals and everyone has ulterior motives—myself included.

      “Just remember that this will always be home, Javier.”

      “And blood is always thicker than water.”
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        Two months later…

      

      

      

      THE ASHER BUILDING is synonymous with wealth and opulence, and yet, I know the truth behind these walls. Things hidden in plain sight that those walking past would never imagine the man behind a CEO’s desk is capable of.

      But then again, I’m not most people, and word travels fast within certain circles.

      All it takes is the right connection—the right person pulling the strings—and doors open with endless possibilities for the right price. A price Mr. Asher is all too willing to pay for a man with my particular set of skills.

      A young woman sitting at the receptionist’s desk looks my way as I walk through the main entrance and head straight for the elevator. She’s smart enough to not draw attention my way just as the guards ignore my existence. Instead, she quickly looks away and helps an elderly woman asking to speak with the investment specialist inside the branch.

      No one speaks to me, and I don’t wait long as the door opens a few seconds after I press the button, letting me inside a wide and empty car. The walls are glass and as I ascend, I take notice of multiple cameras on each floor and the heavy security watching all who enter.

      To someone who doesn’t know any better, it’s a simple system—common—while I know the quality of the equipment will rival that of the White House. The sensors are there to read more than activity. More than account for who comes and goes.

      At this point, someone inside the security room knows the size of my cock and to what side it hangs.

      There is no privacy within these walls, and I respect that. Respect the man who’s taken his family’s bank and turned it into a profitable money laundering empire for corrupt and unapologetic businessmen around the world. Men like my cousins who could profit from the services offered.

      He’s dangerous, but I have no soul. He’s wealthy, and I have no fear.

      I pass floor after floor until reaching the last, and the door opens. Two letters stand out across from me; a large golden M and A that lead to a small hallway where a desk awaits. There’s no one sitting there—no one to let their boss know I’m here, and just when I take a step past the table, my world stops.

      Literally. Unequivocally.

      “Take another step and I’ll shoot you.” There’s a hint of amusement in her tone, and the decadent sound sends a rush of excitement down my spine. Every nerve ending vibrates as her scent, a sweet and floral tone, infiltrates my senses. The owner of the voice is close, invading my personal space, and my nostrils flare—my cock giving a harsh jerk behind the confines of my zipper. What the fuck? “Now, the question here is…are you feeling frisky?”

      “Those are dangerous words for a…” I begin but trail off when she steps into my line of sight, hand on her hip and eyes, challenging. Fuck. This woman is beautiful: a tiny doll with a hint of wickedness behind those seafoam eyes and a taste of depravity in every sinful curve.

      Because I take her in.

      All of her.

      From her dark auburn hair to the dangerous heels on her tiny feet; this woman is perfection. At no more than five feet and three inches, she draws something from deep within that makes me throb where I stand, but it’s the cockiness—that tiny curl of her upper lip that brings forth the asshole in me.

      I take a step forward, loving the way her chest expands.

      I lick my bottom lip, savoring the way she follows the movement with unveiled interest.

      Who is she?

      “Who are you?” she asks without pause. No shame in the way she watches me.

      “I’ll tell you after I meet with your boss, Muñeca.” There’s a slight narrowing of her eyes and purse to her top lip at my words, and they make me want to bite her. To keep pushing her buttons to see if she snaps—if she scratches. “So be a good girl for me and let him know Javier Lucas is here.”

      “What did you just say? What did you call me?” My eyes skim down her front and pause on a small name tag attached to her white silk top. “I think I heard wrong.”

      “Mariah,” I croon low, savoring her name on my tongue and the small hitch in her breath. There’s a slight tremble that she quickly hides behind a rigid back when I close the space between us. “Muñeca…my little doll, I asked that you do your job and announce me. I promise to reward you after.”

      “Step back,” she hisses through gritted teeth, her expression angry, but I catch the straining of two little nipples against her top. The goose bumps on her arms. “I’ll give you to the count of—”

      “Mariah, let me know when Mr. Lucas arrives,” a male voice says from the doorway at the far back of the room. It startles her, and she jumps back as if burned while I hold my ground, never taking my eyes off of her. Never addressing the man I came here to see.

      “He’s here, Malcolm.” I don’t like the way she says his name. The familiarity and ease when she should address him as her superior and nothing else.

      “You mean Mr. Asher?” The bite in my tone isn’t missed by either, and I feel the man’s eyes on me. Sense when he comes closer, and if I were a lesser man, I’d cower back.

      But I’m not. Never will be.

      “Is there a problem here between you and my cousin, Mr. Lucas?”

      Cousin? She’s his cousin? I’m better than to miss an important fact like this.

      For the first time in my life, I’m speechless—a bit embarrassed—and all I can manage is a shake of my head, and yet, pulling my attention away from her is impossible. The jealousy that burns through me like molten acid unnerves me, but at the same time, excites me. It’s shaken me, and by the coquettish look in those beautiful orbs, Mariah knows this.

      Finds my reaction amusing. Motherfucking dangerous.

      “Mr. Lucas seems to take his formalities extremely serious, Malcolm. Cut him some slack. It might be a cultural thing.” My eyes narrow at her words, but her cousin merely chuckles to my right where he seems to be taking in my fumble.

      “Is that so, Javier?”

      “Not at all.” I flick my attention in his direction for ten seconds—moments where I take in the familial resemblance and smirk—before meeting Mariah’s challenge head-on. “I’ve just been caught off guard by your cousin’s beauty. That’s all.”

      “I am spectacular, cousin,” she says, and then fucks me in a way that tests my control. I’m left hanging by a very thin thread and every muscle in my body tenses, coils when her delicate fingers land on my chest while closing the distance between us. There’s playfulness in her words while her body language teases. “Can’t fault the man for having impeccable taste.”

      “You are trouble.”

      “And I think you like challenges.” With that she walks past me, leaving me in the open room with the man I came to work for and a hard cock.

      “Christ.”

      “Is not affiliated with my family.” Malcolm gives my shoulder a quick squeeze before turning toward his office, and I follow, walking through and taking a seat on the other side of his desk. And while I try to gather my thoughts and explain my behavior, Asher walks over to a small bar on the back wall and pours a few fingers’ worth of clear liquid into two glasses.

      He hands one to me and I immediately bring it to my lips, taking in the floral with a hint of citrus notes in the gin. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” His first sip is slow, and I expect the narrowing of his eyes when he swallows. Once, twice…on the third, Malcolm tosses back the spirit and walks around to his chair, taking a seat with the Chicago skyline as his backdrop. “Now, tell me why I shouldn’t shoot you.”

      “That’s the second time within thirty minutes someone in your family has threatened to do so.”

      “And we won’t hesitate, either.”

      “Neither will I.”

      Malcolm doesn’t react as one would expect with my threat. No. Not at all.

      Instead, his smile widens and his narrowed eyes crinkle at the corner from amusement. “You’ve got balls, Javier. More than you should for a man outside of his country.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean? Outside of my country?”

      “Simply put?”

      “Speak your mind, but I will do the same.”

      He’s smirking, not a single thread of fear. “This isn’t territory the Lucas family controls, nor is this a diplomacy. I hired you because I know you’re the best and will be an asset to me.”

      “An asset?” Because my understanding is that I’d be in charge of his security for the next twelve months with a payout well over three million American dollars. I’m here to shape his guards and implement what I’ve done back home. “Explain yourself, Asher.”

      “I’ve done my homework.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      “Then you know I put out the call after the job you did for a client. News travels fast, and I’m not an easy man to impress.” Placing the glass down, he rubs his chin. Dissecting me. Waiting for me to ask a question that will never leave my lips. I’m not a man who worries about the whys or maybes. Instead, I match his composure and wait.

      And wait.

      His patience matches mine and, in this game, neither is willing to bend. I know why he wanted me and why the call came, but the change in negotiation came much sooner than I expected.

      “Ask me.”

      “How long?” There’s no need for me to elaborate and he sits forward, opening the drawer to his right and pulling out two items: a file and a knife. Both are pushed my way and I open the folder, reading the contents inside. He’s been busy. Most of the offenses here are well accounted for and I’ve never denied or hidden them, but it’s the last page that makes me pause. “Who gave this to you?”

      There’s no mistaking the venom in my tone nor the tensing of my muscles for what it is…

      A threat. A warning.

      “I paid that contract out, Javier. No harm will come to them.”

      “Who did this, Malcolm?” I grit out through clenched teeth, crushing the paper in my hand. “Who the fuck was stupid enough to put a hit on the women in my family?”

      “It’s taken care of—”

      “No. It isn’t.” With that, I stand, roughly pushing the chair back, and turn to leave, but before I reach the door, the knife once atop his desk embeds itself in the wall closest to me. My reaction is just as volatile, full of ire, and I grip the handle in my hand and pull it out. It’s a beautiful piece, and by the weight, I can attest that it’s solid gold. The blade is sleek, sharp, and I return the favor with a quick flick of the wrist.

      “You haven’t been dismissed, Javier. Sit down.”

      “Next time, I won’t miss.”

      “Then you aren’t interested in taking a walk with me and meeting the name on the
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