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      Arranged-marriage, age-gap, Mafia/cartel romance, forbidden

      

      Due to my birth order as a child of the Luciano famiglia capo, I’m used to second place.

      Second son.

      Second in standing.

      Never number one.

      It’s the way my life has always been.

      Only in the dark alleys, private clubs, and seedy establishments am I respected. Not just as the consigliere to my brother, the new capo of the Kansas City Famiglia, but also for my unmatched skills with a knife and my particular skills of interrogation. This status is as high as I will achieve. First place will forever be out of reach.

      

      Camila Ruiz is the younger daughter of Andrés Ruiz, a top lieutenant in the Roríguez cartel. From the first moment I laid eyes on her, I knew I wanted her. She is too young and fragile, though, to be with a man like me, a killer and criminal. I don’t deserve a woman like Camila. Taking her would ruin her.

      

      With the newly established alliance between the Luciano famiglia and Roríguez cartel, I ask for the impossible and promise my life. With the blessing of my capo and the Roríguez drug lord, Camila is to be mine.

      

      For once, I will be first in another’s eyes. And Camila will always be first to me.

      

      What happens when the fragile alliance is tested?

      Can I keep my promise to my wife and my oath to the famiglia?

      

      Have you been Aleatha’d?

      

      BOUND BY A PROMISE is a stand-alone dangerous Mafia/cartel romance in the interconnected world of the “Brutal Vows” series. Each arranged-marriage story is filled with the suspense, intrigue, and heat you’ve come to expect from New York Times bestselling author Aleatha Romig.
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        Dante

        Summer in the Ozark Mountains

      

      

      

      The door to my bedroom suite opened without the benefit of a knock. Under normal circumstances, I would have my gun pointed at the intruder. Tonight wasn’t normal circumstances. It was the eve of my only brother’s wedding. Dario was the person entering my suite. Shooting the future groom wouldn’t be a great way to begin the festivities. Instead, I lifted the decanter of bourbon I’d procured from our father’s supply on the first floor of this mansion. Our father wouldn’t miss the Blanton’s Silver Edition Single Barrel, not with the ample supply of liquor at his fingertips.

      “You missed your rehearsal dinner,” I said with an upward twitch of my lips. “I was beginning to think you’d miss this rambunctious bachelor party.”

      Dario hummed as he looked around the living area of my suite, empty of people other than us. “My kind of party.”

      “You never did know how to have fun.” Standing, I walked the decanter to the makeshift bar and poured two fingers of the amber liquid into two tumblers.

      With his tie and suit coat absent, this was my brother’s idea of casual. Despite his lack of formality, the stress and pressure of the last few months was difficult to disguise. It was evident in the tenseness of his jaw and the small lines near his dark eyes.

      I handed him a glass and lifted mine. “To the groom.”

      Our glasses clinked.

      The two fingers of Blanton’s slid down my throat with ease. Of course, this wasn’t my first drink of the night. It wasn’t even my third, but I wasn’t counting. I slammed my tumbler onto the table as Dario set his empty glass down and sighed.

      “You found the good stuff,” he said, pouring another shot into each glass.

      “I saw her, your bride, tonight at dinner.”

      Dario shook his head. “I should have fucking been there.”

      I nodded my agreement. “I got the feeling she was looking for you.”

      “Father had a fire, literally.”

      I lifted my eyebrows in question.

      “Shipping container,” Dario went on, “went up in smoke.”

      My stomach turned. “Contents?”

      “Product, not the humankind. We probably lost fifteen million in product.” My brother shook his head. “Father thinks it’s the bratva.”

      “You don’t?”

      “None of Myshkin’s usual calling cards were there. The night before my wedding to a woman from the Roríguez cartel…Maybe I’m paranoid, but I think it was meant as a warning.”

      “Not to go through with the wedding?” I straightened my neck. “Not from our people.”

      “I wouldn’t rule anyone out.”

      My brother took his glass to one of the overstuffed armchairs near the fireplace and sat back, stretching out his long legs. “As for the bride, she found me.” His lips curled almost enough for a grin. “Or we found her.”

      After sitting in the chair near him, I asked, “What? When?”

      “A few minutes ago,” he said. “In the kitchen. Catalina was down there looking for something to eat.” He lifted his glass to his lips.

      When he didn’t continue, I prompted, “And…” My thought was that it would be easier to pull teeth than get Dario to talk. I’d pulled my share. It would be easier. “You don’t have to be so forthcoming with the information.”

      Dario shrugged. “No information. We talked. Something I should have tried to do earlier than the night before our wedding.” He swirled the amber liquid in his tumbler.

      “You should have. You’ve kind of been an ass to her.”

      “I haven’t been anything to her.” He set his glass on the table. “Ever since the engagement, Father’s had me running in all directions. The famiglia will burn to the ground if he doesn’t step down and soon.”

      Once word made it onto the streets about our famiglia’s alliance with the Roríguez cartel, we’ve been bombarded from all sides. Our father’s quick temper hadn’t quelled the rising temperatures within the famiglia or between different organizations. My thoughts went back to Dario’s bride. “Did she tell you off?”

      “No. I have the feeling she understands what her father, brother, and uncles do. It’s not too difficult to understand what’s been occupying my time.”

      “She’s beautiful,” I admitted. “If she’s understanding as well, you might have hit the jackpot. But…” I elongated the last word.

      Dario lifted his eyebrows.

      “You had your choice, right?”

      “I chose Catalina. You know that.”

      “What about her sister?”

      “Camila?”

      I nodded, my pulse increasing at the sound of her name.

      My brother’s forehead furrowed. “Camila is a child.”

      She didn’t look like a child to me.

      Dario went on, “The last thing I want to do is marry a child. This alliance is going to require delicate diplomacy. I don’t have the time or energy to raise a wife.” He shook his head. “Catalina has proven herself to be self-reliant, with her education. She won’t need to be instructed at every turn.”

      Giving that some thought, I let my cheeks rise in a grin. “Jorge promised she’s pure. Some instruction will be needed.”

      Dario’s lips pressed together. “I’m not talking about sex. I’m talking about life.”

      On a good day, my brother was hard to read. With all that was happening, tonight wouldn’t be classified as good. His expression was impenetrable.

      “I know her virginity isn’t an issue for you. It is for Mother.”

      Dario’s dark eyes narrowed. “Her purity isn’t to be questioned even by you.”

      I lifted my hand in surrender. “I’m just saying, you didn’t care about virginity when it came to Josie.”

      My brother and I have always been close, but broaching the subject of Josie was a stretch even for me. “Sorry,” I said, flashing a smile. “My bad. It’s just that the younger one caught my eye. I’ve been thinking…”

      “Stop thinking. She’s going to college and way too fucking young for you.”

      Dario was probably right. And even if he wasn’t, as the soon-to-be-named capo, any relationship I’d want to pursue with Camila would be at his discretion. It was good I wasn’t looking for a relationship. Dario could cement the alliance with his marriage. That should be enough.

      The following afternoon I stood at Dario’s side in our parents’ garden and scanned the unlikely gathering. With the Mafia on one side of the aisle and the cartel on the other, tension rippled through the air, almost visible in waves shimmering within the summer breeze. The earlier show of surrendering weapons upon entry was only that—a performance. Personally, I still had two guns and two knives. Knowing my brother, he was carrying even more weapons. All it would take was an itchy trigger finger to turn this wedding into a bloodbath.

      My attention went to the woman walking down the aisle—the one Dario proclaimed as too young. Standing statuesque, my gaze lingered on her slender figure, partially hidden beneath the bridesmaid dress. The neckline dipped just enough to expose the top of her tiny breasts. Her long dark hair was secured on the sides and hanging in waves over her shoulders. The color of the dress intensified her emerald-green eyes, the ones I’d noticed last night.

      The congregation stood as the music changed. An audible gasp of appreciation sounded from the rows of guests as my soon-to-be sister-in-law stood at the end of the aisle, her hand on her father’s arm.

      As Dario took Catalina’s hand, I wondered if I was attracted to the younger Ruiz, or if as in most of my life, I was second to my older brother. Was his wedding making me think of my own? The thought that I was interested in anything other than a casual encounter almost made me laugh. I successfully let my mind concentrate on my brother and his bride and the current lack of bloodshed, that was, until it was time to walk back down the aisle. As best man, I was paired with the maid of honor.

      Camila smiled up at me as we approached one another before gently laying her petite hand on my arm. The fragrance of cinnamon filled my senses. Seeing her fragile fingers, slender wrists…Dario was right. Camila was too young. More than that, she was too delicate to be with a man like me. Swallowing, I nodded with a grin of indifference as we paraded toward the back of the makeshift aisle.
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        Camila

        Almost a year later

      

      

      

      The piercing whine of alarms ripped me from my sleep. Opening my eyes wide to the darkness of my bedroom, I scanned the corners as my pulse thumped in my veins. Strobing lights flashed beneath the bottom edge of my door, giving my bedroom the eerie feeling of a Halloween haunted house. Yet within, nothing seemed out of place.

      My mind scrambled for answers.

      Alarms meant intruders.

      While other children were told stories of princesses and princes or perhaps adventures with dragon riders, from an early age, our father’s stories warned my siblings and me of dangers in the real world. There weren’t happily-ever-afters in his tales. His honesty wasn’t meant to scare us as much as it was to prepare us.

      His affiliation with the Roríguez cartel as a top lieutenant put a target on our backs. That was why when my siblings and I were younger, we were constantly watched over by our bodyguards. Now that we’re adults, for my sister and me, the rules hadn’t changed. While Catalina’s bodyguards were with her in Kansas City, Miguel remained in San Diego with me. He’d been at my side for most of my memory. My brother Emiliano no longer needed protection. Like our bodyguards, our brother was an effective killing machine. That wasn’t what I saw when I sat across the dining room table; nevertheless, it was the truth. In our world, killing was too common.

      Is someone trying to kill us?

      My hands trembled and my ears rang as I pulled a hooded sweatshirt over my sleeping shorts and camisole. The decal on the front displayed the letters SDSU, San Diego State University. I’d recently finished my first year.

      Contemplating the idea that I may not live to see my second year, I held my breath and searched my room for a weapon as the door to my bedroom swung inward.

      “Camila,” Miguel said, his voice barely audible above the alarms. He lowered his gun and rushed toward me. “Apúrese.”

      “What’s happening?”

      “Russians. We’re getting you and your mother to the safe room.”

      He reached for my hand.

      His grip was a vise.

      My mother and me. What about the others? “Em?” I asked. When Miguel didn’t answer, I raised my volume over the screaming alarms. “Is he okay?”

      “Sí. Ven.”

      I stared up into the dark orbs of the man I’d known most of my life. Miguel was my father’s employee, but he was more than that to me. While he was deadly accurate with a shot, I knew him as the man who drank imaginary tea at my tea parties when I was young. He not only watched over me as I swam but taught me to swim. Our blood wasn’t shared, but he was a part of my family.  “Are we safe?”

      “My job is you. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “Or you.”

      The howl of the alarm shrilled louder in the hallway as I walked crouched behind my bodyguard. I hesitated as he led me away from the front staircase and away from my parents’ wing of the house. “What about Mama?”

      “Luis is with her.”

      Luis Bosco was the head of our family’s security. I couldn’t recall a time when he wasn’t present. Like Miguel, he was more family than employee.

      As we traveled along the wall, moving toward the back stairs, I remembered the second wedding cementing the Roriguez cartel and Luciano famiglia’s alliance, of Aléjandro Roriguez and Mia Luciano, that had taken place in this home only a few days before. The fierce contrast from then to now made my skin prickle.

      Suddenly, the house went dark and deadly quiet. The abrupt change left my head reeling. Miguel stopped walking as the new silence enveloped us, seeming somehow louder than the alarms.

      “Fuck,” he mumbled. “They cut the power.”

      “How?”

      Instead of answering, Miguel continued moving toward the back steps with his gun drawn. He lowered his voice. “Stay close.”

      At the bottom of the stairs, Miguel stretched out his arm, keeping me in place. I held my breath as I watched red lines of light crisscross through our kitchen. The safe room was in the lower level. The only way to the next set of stairs was through the kitchen.

      “Get down.”

      My bodyguard, over six feet of muscle, was on his hands and knees. I quickly followed. Together we crawled, keeping our heads below the streaming lights. I wasn’t certain if I remembered to breathe until we made it to the second staircase. It was as we began the descent that we heard a scream.

      I knew that voice.

      Tears filled my eyes as I reached for Miguel. “Mama.”

      We both stayed immobile waiting for another sound. Only silence followed.

      My stomach twisted as tears slid down my cheeks. “Is she…?” I couldn’t say the word. My mother couldn’t be dead. “You need to go to her.”

      “Not until you’re safe.”

      “Please.”

      “Ven,” he said again, telling me to come.

      I was torn between wanting to find my mother and fearing for my life. The pops of fireworks echoed from beyond the glass doors leading to our pool deck. Specks of light flashed in the darkness. In my heart I knew the noises and flashes weren’t coming from the fireworks of an early celebration. The sounds I heard and the pops of light I saw were gunshots.

      Gunshots right outside the glass doors.

      For a split second, I thought about Rei Roríguez, the son of the cartel’s leader, Jorge. Rei had been living in our pool house for a while. If he were here, he’d help. I then remembered that he wasn’t here but out on the Bella, el Patron’s yacht.

      The next few moments occurred in slow motion or maybe it was my lack of sufficient breathing. I couldn’t fill my lungs as my breaths came fast and shallow. Crouching low, Miguel led me toward the safety of our secret room. As he entered the combination of numbers into the keypad, the glass doors behind us shattered.

      A monstrous explosion of glass and sound.

      I covered my face from the flying shards.

      Miguel pushed me down, landing on top of me as my home erupted in gunshots.

      I looked up as Miguel’s fingers pressed the numbers. The keypad didn’t light.

      “Where’s the generator?” Miguel cursed. His head turned in every direction. “Come.”

      Crawling along the floor, he led me back into the lower level, toward the sauna. The all-wood room was smaller than those found in a spa. After opening the door, he used the flashlight on his phone to scan the room. “Go and hide under the benches,” he ordered.

      Sitting up on my knees, I froze, taking in the empty room. My pulse beat in double time at the dark, secluded space.  “What about Mama?”

      “I’ll find her. Stay down and don’t make a sound.” He reached for my shoulders. “If someone enters, stay as quiet as possible.”

      Holding back the bile percolating in my stomach, I did as Miguel said and again lowered myself to my stomach, crawling to the darkest corner and scooting beneath the lowest bench. I pulled my knees up to my chest and under the dark hoodie. Lying with my back against the wall, I tucked my arms inside my sweatshirt and stared through the darkness in the direction of the door.

      Through the inky darkness, I heard the door close.

      Seconds later the popping of gunfire erupted beyond my bubble. Even from the depths of the lower level, my body trembled with the rapid succession of bullets.

      Reaching for my phone, I realized I’d left it plugged in back in my bedroom. I had no way to communicate, to call for help, or to even know the time of night. I also didn’t have a way to distinguish how much time passed.

      When the barrage of bullets finally stopped, I lay perfectly still, afraid to breathe as I stared wide-eyed toward the door.

      What would I do if it opened?

      I wouldn’t allow myself to entertain the notion that the Russians had won this battle. That was a slippery slope of possibilities. If they had, what happened to my family? My parents? My brother? What would happen to me? Would they kill me or worse? I didn’t want to think about the possibilities that fell under the descriptive “worse.” However, as a nineteen-year-old woman who’d lived her entire life within the Roríguez cartel, I knew the heinous crimes that occurred in the name of war.

      My thoughts went to Emerald Club, a private club in Kansas City operated by the KC Mafia. My sister was married to the KC capo. When I visited her last summer, she took me inside the club. It wasn’t during business hours, but I took in all that I could see. My family ran a similar private club in San Diego, Wanderland. While I’ve never been inside, I was aware of the array of businesses or services the club offered, just like at Emerald Club.

      I’d listened to stories when the men thought they were unheard. My uncle Nicolas bragged about whores they’d acquired during a siege, whether Russian, Taiwanese, or Latinas from a rival cartel. Just because I was a virgin didn’t mean I didn’t know about sex. The thought turned my already-upset stomach. I’d rather be shot than made to work at a similar establishment for the Russian bratva. The chime of beeps from outside the sauna drew my attention away from my horrible thoughts to the door. I drew my knees closer to my chest, as if making myself smaller could save me from Russians if they were to enter.

      Someone was trying to complete the combination in the secret room.

      That meant the electricity was back on.

      Miguel knew I wasn’t in there.

      Maybe it was Em looking for me.

      That was the argument I used to calm my trembling.

      I had the revelation that perhaps one of our people could be deceiving the intruders, telling them I was in the safe room. Maybe they gave them the wrong combination. The chimes began again, and then silence.

      My hearing strained for a sound, any sound.

      And then I heard it.

      I willed my eyes to remain open as the door moved inward. A light from outside the room allowed me to see the lower legs and feet of the person entering. The sauna filled with light.

      “Camila,” my mother called as she crouched down, peering at me on the floor.

      “Mama.”

      I scrambled from my hiding place. We collided before I could register her appearance. I pushed away and with my mouth agape, stared at her nightgown. The color of the material was hidden beneath the saturation of blood. A copper scent filled the air. It was then I noticed the stain on her hands.

      Taking her sticky hand in mine, I asked, “Are you hurt?”

      She pulled me back into her embrace and shook her head.

      The door opened wider as Miguel and Em entered.

      “You’re safe,” Em said.

      “What…?” I tried to articulate a question.

      My brother came closer. Under the bright lights I saw blood speckles on his face and shirt. The dark black cotton did a better job of hiding the crimson spray than on Mama’s nightgown. He wrapped Mom and me in his arms. “Clean yourselves. You’re leaving.”

      “Leaving, to where?” I asked.

      “Papá’s spoken to the capo dei capi.”

      “Dario.” Our brother-in-law. It wasn’t a question; I was simply trying to understand.

      Mama reached for my shoulders. “We’re going to Kansas City to Catalina.”

      “Is Papá okay?” I asked.

      Em was the one to answer. “Three of the Russians are dead.”

      “Anyone of our people?”

      Mama’s eyes closed and her chin dropped. “Luis.”

      My heart ached as I shook my head. “No. Luis can’t be dead.”

      “He saved me. The shot came from beyond the window.” She shook her head. “I tried to save him.”

      The blood on her nightgown.

      “Oh, Mama, I’m so sorry.”

      “If Miguel hadn’t made me leave him, they probably would have gotten me too.”

      I turned to Miguel. “You saved us both.”

      “Doing my job.”

      Stepping away from my mother, I walked to Miguel and wrapped my arms around his torso. My vision blurred at the idea of losing him. I looked up. “Thank you.”

      Slowly, he wrapped his arms around me. “You’re safe.”

      I didn’t feel safe.

      “Go to Kansas City,” my brother said. “El Patrόn has been notified. You two will be secure with Cat and the capo while we take out the Russian trash.”
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        Camila

      

      

      

      Miguel stayed omnipresent as I threw random clothes and belongings into a suitcase. Although the men had said we were safe, I couldn’t help noticing the way my bodyguard was on ultra-high alert.

      Tension caused my stomach to twist and goose bumps to dot my skin as we left my bedroom. Armed cartel guards stood outside my father’s office door and still others could be seen over the banister down below in the foyer. From the hallway to my room, the roar of angry voices cursing in two languages came from Papá’s office.

      Moments before we reached the staircase, the office door flew open. My breath caught with surprise as Dante, Dario Luciano’s brother, appeared. His dark hair lay in waves. A gray t-shirt covered his wide chest. Muscles and tendons showed in his biceps. Instead of the suit he’d worn during Aléjandro’s wedding, his long legs were covered by faded blue jeans. As incredible of a specimen he was to behold, it was his expression that held my attention and increased my unease.

      A clenched jaw and pulsating muscles. His dark eyes bore into mine with an intensity I couldn’t understand.

      There was no questioning the rage in his countenance.

      Appearing as surprised to see us as we were to see him, Dante stopped cold, his dark penetrating stare finally moving—scanning me from my head to my toes. I’d braided my long hair. My oversized sweatshirt hung to midthigh, and I’d changed from my sleeping shorts into a pair of exercise pants. Despite the fact the pants covered my legs to my ankles, by the way he was looking at me, I had the uncomfortable sensation that all my clothes had vanished.

      His deep baritone voice sliced through the tension. “Are you hurt?”

      Dante’s question seemed foreign, his tone too soft to match his menacing glare. The incongruity between his tone and stare caused my lower stomach to twist. My ability to speak was out of reach as my pulse pounded as I took in the man before me.

      Questions came without answers.

      Dante wasn’t a stranger, yet why was he in my house after the attack?

      “No. She’s safe,” Miguel answered.

      I nodded, leaning onto my bodyguard. “Why are you here?”

      “I’m here to take you and your mother to Kansas City.”

      From everything I’d been told during my upbringing, I should be wary of the man who was now second-in-command in the Kansas City Famiglia. I should be frightened of the Mafia, but I wasn’t. My sister married his brother. His sister married into the cartel. There was a bond that transcended the lifelong distrust, yet questions continued threatening my peace of mind from the fringe.

      I peered up at Miguel. “I thought you were coming?”

      He nodded. “Sí.”

      Dante’s lips curled. “Don’t worry, little girl. Your father wouldn’t allow you to travel with me if he had reason to question my intentions.”

      Little girl.

      Asshole.

      I stood taller and squared my shoulders. “Where’s Mama?”

      “Her room,” Miguel answered.

      “Tell her to hurry,” Dante said.

      Papá appeared in the frame of his office door. His dark gaze also scanned me, yet it felt fatherly, much different than Dante’s intense stare. Papá lifted his arms. “Camila.”

      It was the first time I’d seen him since the invasion. I went forward, wrapping my arms around my father’s torso. The warmth of his hug facilitated an unwanted release of emotions I’d kept at bay. Papá rubbed my back as tears dampened his shirt.

      After a moment, he lifted my face. “You’ll be safe, child.” He tilted his chin toward Dante. “Mr. Luciano will take you and your madre to Catalina for a while.”

      I knew I didn’t have a choice in the matter. Yet I had to question. “Why isn’t the cartel transporting us?”

      “Mr. Luciano was headed back today.”

      While I shouldn’t be questioning, I couldn’t seem to stop. My gaze went back and forth between Papá and Dante. “Why is he still here?”

      Papá’s forehead furrowed, no doubt growing weary of my insolence. “Mr. Luciano had business after Aléjandro’s wedding.”

      I turned to Dante, wiping the tears from my cheeks. “What kind of business?”

      An amused smile came to his full lips. “When you’re older, you still won’t be ready to hear the details.”

      His comments about my age were wearing on me. I stood taller. “I’m plenty old to understand death.”

      Before Dante could respond, Em appeared behind Papá. “Camila, hurry our madre. It’s time for you both to go.”

      I had no idea what business Dante would have in San Diego, but by his answer, it was Mafia business. Could it have been against the cartel? If Dante was involved with the invasion, Papá wouldn’t trust him with Mama and me. My mind was filled by a cyclone of disconnected thoughts. Maybe it made sense. Aléjandro’s wedding was on Saturday. It didn’t officially end until Sunday midday. Technically, this was only Monday.

      “I’ll check on Mama,” I offered.

      The men spoke quietly as I slipped down the hallway to my parents’ wing. Without knocking, I opened the door to my parents’ suite and scanned the large space. “Mama,” I called out.

      “In here,” she replied, her voice coming from the bathroom.

      Step by step, I approached the partially open door. I pushed it inward enough to see my mother dressed in slacks and a casual blouse. Her bloody nightgown from before was gone. Her long damp hair was pulled back in a low ponytail, indicating she’d taken the time to shower. My gaze went to her hands, the ones that only an hour ago were stained with blood. Her skin was pink from scrubbing, but the blood was gone. By the time I made my way back up to her eyes, I noticed how bloodshot and puffy they were.

      “They want us to leave.”

      She nodded. “Sì, I’m almost ready.”

      Her voice was calm, almost too calm.

      I went closer, inhaling the aroma of fresh bodywash, shampoo, and conditioner. It was a stark and welcome contrast to the harsh scent of blood and death. “Are you all right?”

      She pressed her lips together and nodded. “We both will be. Your father will see to that.”

      “Did you know that Dario’s brother, Dante, is still in California? We’re going to Kansas City with him.”

      Her emerald eyes, the color of Catalina’s and mine, opened wider. “I didn’t know.”

      “Why would he still be here?”

      “I don’t know.” She spoke as she gathered her cosmetics, placing them in a travel case.

      I blurted out the question that had been creeping through my thoughts. “Can we trust the famiglia?”

      Through the reflection in the mirror, Mama’s stare came to mine. “We must. Think of Cat and their baby.”

      “But why didn’t Dante go back to Kansas City with them? What if he had something to do with what happened?”

      “You can’t think that way.” She let out a sigh. “If you spend your life questioning the men’s motives or actions, you’ll be consumed. We must trust them.”

      It wasn’t exactly the answer I was looking for, yet it was an answer.

      Out in their bedroom, Mama carried her cosmetics toward two large suitcases filled with clothes and shoes.

      “You packed more than I did.”

      Her smile was weary. “If you ask me what I’ve packed, I won’t be able to tell you. I only hope that it’s enough and what I’ll need.”

      I lifted my cheeks, trying to ease a bit of the tension. “Yeah, I don’t know what I packed either. Whatever it was fit in one suitcase. I may have to raid Cat’s closet.”

      “I’m sure she won’t mind.” Mama’s eyes sparkled. “She would probably like you to. After all, her regular clothes are no longer fitting.”

      Yes, my sister was expecting her and Dario’s first child in less than three months. The crowning jewel to the Mafia/cartel alliance. We both turned toward a knock on the door. Miguel stepped into the door frame.

      “Señora Ruiz, may I help you with your luggage?”

      Mama inhaled. “Thank you, Miguel.”

      My chest tightened at the knowledge that it would usually be Luis who helped Mama. That realization brought back the dreadful memories of what we’d endured. That terror was nothing compared to what happened to Luis. He was gone, giving his life for mi madre. “I’m ready to leave.”

      “This is our home, Camila. Don’t let the Russians take that from you. If you do, you allow them to win.”

      I swallowed. “You’re right. I’m…tired.”

      Mama wrapped her arm around my shoulders. “Of course you are. We can rest on the plane.”

      We were mostly quiet as Sergio drove the reinforced large SUV. From the third row of seats, I could see the back of everyone’s heads. Dante rode in the front, next to Sergio. Mama and Miguel were in the middle row with me in the rear. Continually, my eyes went to Dante as if he had a magnetic force I couldn’t fight.

      If that were the case, it was a one-way fight. He hadn’t said a word to me since making fun of my age. While almost twenty years old wasn’t exactly aged, I wasn’t a little girl either. I was an adult, one who had experienced a traumatic incident. The thought loosened a rogue tear to escape and slide down my cheek.

      I turned and wiped the tear away with the back of my hand.

      Crying wouldn’t prove my point about my maturity.

      Sergio drove the SUV around the airport to the area that housed the private planes. He stopped in front of a white plane with ‘Learjet’ inscribed upon the tail. It wasn’t marked with a name advertising that the plane belonged to the Luciano famiglia.

      Mama and I followed Dante up the stairs as Miguel and Sergio secured our suitcases in the luggage hold. Mama stopped at the entrance, staring down the hull of the six-passenger jet.

      “Dario and Catalina took the larger plane,” Dante explained. “I wasn’t expecting passengers, but we’ll fit.”

      Mama looked at me and walked to the back of the plane. She took the last seat to the right, and I took the last one to the left. From the configuration, we’d have more privacy. The other four seats faced one another.

      Dante remained standing, talking to the pilot and co-pilot. The co-pilot came back to our seats. “Mrs. Ruiz, Miss Ruiz, my name is Jeremy. We have limited supplies onboard; however, if you’d like anything to eat or drink, please don’t hesitate to ask. I will do what I can.”

      “Thank you,” Mama replied. “Water?”

      “I’ll have a bottle of water too,” I said.

      Jeremy smiled. “I can do that.” He walked toward the front.

      All the time Jeremy was talking and delivering our water, I couldn’t help but notice the way Dante stood silently staring. There was something visceral in his dark gaze that I’d never before experienced.

      Mama reached across the aisle and laid her hand on mine. “I’m so happy to spend time with Catalina, with both of my girls.”

      Nodding, I laid my head back against the soft leather. If it made my mother feel better to think of this as a vacation, I wouldn’t spoil her fantasy. Closing my eyes, I recalled the pool of blood—Luis’s blood.

      The water Jeremy delivered would need to wait. If I drank any now, I could end up in the lavatory, throwing it back up.
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      We’d been in the air for more than an hour, flying east toward the red hue radiating from the horizon. While my father and Dante Luciano had made quick work of getting Mama and I on the plane and away from the scene of the attack, my nerves remained in tatters. Every shift or bounce from turbulence had my knuckles blanching and my grip of the armrest tightening. Each time I closed my eyes, I remembered the opening of the sauna door and the dreadful seconds wondering if the Russians had found me. The horrible sights and smells lingered in my mind, from the shattered glass doors to the bloodstained tile. My childhood home had been violated in a way that would stay with me long after the debris was cleaned away.

      I turned to my side, taking in my mother as she sat staring out the small window. Neither of us had spoken much since the plane lifted off the ground. It was as if we both had too much to say yet neither was sure how to best verbalize our emotions.
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