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

      

      Capo to the Luciano Famiglia was my birthright.

      The cruelty needed to succeed in this life has been beaten into me since I was a young boy. My father, Vincent Luciano, taught by example and with the slap of his hand. My independent streak took me down paths my father would never have gone. With our enemies gaining strength, it is my idea to attempt an alliance with an unlikely bedfellow.

      The Roríguez Cartel and the Luciano Famiglia are improbable partners, yet even Vincent Luciano can’t deny the possible benefits. The only way to solidify the deal is for me to marry Catalina Ruiz, the eldest daughter of Andres Ruiz, a top lieutenant in the Roríguez Cartel.

      Catalina is young, beautiful, and thinks she understands the path she is being forced to follow. There is no way for her to know the monster she is about to wed. A man doesn’t become a made man at thirteen if he is capable of love. That emotion is beyond my scope of expertise. Saving the famiglia is my goal. And once this alliance is made, ours will be but the first of the brutal vows exchanged.

      
        
        Have you been Aleatha’d?

      

      

      

      NOW AND FOREVER is a stand-alone dangerous Mafia/cartel romance in the new “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.

      

      *NOW and FOREVER is a stand-alone Mafia/ cartel, arranged-marriage romance within the interconnected world of ‘Brutal Vows.’
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      I’d never imagined it would happen to me. I’d heard the stories and even seen the scars. That was the evidence of someone else’s fate. Not mine. Never mine. Our family was different. I was going to be different. It had been my dream until my dream ended, and reality took over.

      Papá and I stood in the doorway. The sun mercilessly shone down on the Lucianos’ gardens, casting the guests in a shower of sunlight. The corset of my wedding gown kept me from slumping forward as bile rose from my empty stomach, teasing my throat. Slowly and steadily, I inhaled and exhaled, swallowing my physical response. I couldn’t show my unease especially not with our special guest. Doing so would be an unacceptable sign of weakness, one that wouldn’t be tolerated, not by my father, our family, or Dario’s family.

      With my chin held high, my shoulders straight, and my hand resting on the sleeve of Papá’s custom suit, I kept my expression unreadable and faced the altar. As my father and I stepped onto the path, the music filled the air. Without prompt, the congregation stood.

      The long path separating our two families was covered by a soft runner and dotted with red rose petals. I imagined each petal as a droplet of blood, signifying the carnage that would occur if I ran away, turned around, or answered the priest truthfully when he asked the question of my willing sacrifice.

      There was no escaping.

      Even if I ran, the damage would be done. A deal was made uniting the Roríguez cartel and the Kansas City Famiglia. Much the same as for the men who swore a vow to the different crime organizations, this marriage was my vow—my promise to be the obedient daughter and wife—a promise that was only escapable through death.

      Despite the fanfare, this wedding was nothing more than a transaction, the exchange of goods and services, the type that happened nearly every minute of every day. Soon, I, the daughter of one of Patron Roríguez’s top lieutenants, would be the property of the Kansas City Famiglia, more specifically, of Dario Luciano.

      Throughout my twenty-four years, I’d read stories and watched movies about women in history calmly walking to their death. With each step closer to my future husband, I pictured some of those women: Anne Boleyn and Mary, Queen of Scots came to mind.

      As hundreds of pairs of eyes watched my progression, my mind fixated on the two queens, one killed by her husband and the other by her cousin. Those stories were from the past, yet the irony wasn’t lost on me. The family members seated to either side would consider my failure to marry a betrayal, punishable with the same fate as the queens endured.

      For the last few yards to the gazebo housing the altar, my mind was no longer thinking about ancient history. Those thoughts were lost, sucked into the black abyss of Dario’s dark stare. The future capo of the Kansas City crime family had his attention laser-focused on me. Even through the lace of my veil, I physically felt the scorch of his gaze warming my skin, singeing my flesh, and leaving goose bumps in its wake.

      Dressed in his custom suit, Dario was as handsome as he was intimidating. Towering at least eight inches taller than I, he stood statuesque next to his brother, Dante—a younger version of Dario. Dario’s wide shoulders created the V to his trim torso. With his dark hair combed back away from his forehead, I dared a glance at his prominent cheekbones, and the sharp edge to his clean-shaven chin.

      He wasn’t capo yet, but his aura personified the title.

      As Papá and I came to a stop, the priest began his sermon. While everyone around me spoke a familiar language, what I heard was foreign, an unrecognizable agreement, such as the teacher from the old Peanuts cartoon where the words were garbled. I watched in slow motion as Papá lifted my hand from his sleeve and placed it in Dario’s larger one.

      The giving away of the bride.

      An object, a good for a service, a transaction.

      Dario’s fingers surrounded mine as I willed myself to stay calm. Years of experience within the cartel had secured my mask. I could appear the perfect bride with eyes only for her future husband. While the guests could be fooled, I doubted Dario was. After all, he undoubtedly felt the way my hand trembled in his.

      “Today,” the priest said, “we gather together to witness the holy union of Catalina Ruiz and Dario Luciano.”
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        Catalina

        Six months earlier

      

      

      

      The familiar hum of the Pacific Ocean filled my ears as I stepped out onto our pool deck and lifted my face to the cobalt-blue sky. The early winter breeze teased my hair. To the west and down a steep cliff, the sea glistened all the way to the horizon, as if the surface was sprinkled with millions of sparkling diamonds.

      “I hope you know that I’m proud of you.”

      I turned, seeing my mother coming closer. She was still wearing the dress she’d worn earlier today at my graduation. Despite her congratulatory words, lines of unease and concern sprouted from the corners of her eyes, showing in her tense jaw and pursed lips.

      Proud of me. I was too. I’d done what I’d set out to do and finished my college degree in only three and a half years. It was an accomplishment that some women in my world never obtained.

      Mom’s lips turned upward. “It was always my hope that you’d have the chance to follow your dream.” Her forehead furrowed between her brows. “I wanted that for Camila too.”

      My younger sister would graduate high school the following spring. She’d already received her acceptance for San Diego State, the school from where I’d graduated. “She’ll have the same chance,” I said dismissively. Thinking about my dream, I added, “My degree is only the beginning. I’ve received multiple offers for apprenticeships at some of the most prestigious art galleries in SoCal. I know you would like me to continue living at home, but I⁠—”

      As if a literal shadow fell over Mama’s green eyes, her expression dimmed, silencing my words. “Your father wants to speak to you.”

      “Now? I need to change for the party.”

      Mom nodded. “Yes, now.”

      “Do you know what it’s about? Is there a problem?” I’d noticed he seemed preoccupied earlier. That wasn’t unusual, considering his responsibilities as a top lieutenant of the Roríguez cartel. There were always fires that required his attention. His preoccupation was something my siblings and I learned to live with early on.

      Mom reached for my hand. “Life changes.” She inhaled. “Emiliano understood his responsibilities.” She was speaking of my older brother. “There aren’t college courses to help him with his future.”

      No, Em was male. His place was learning from our father. It was different for me. I was a woman. Tilting my head and smiling, I replied, “You know Patron would never allow women in the cartel, not doing what Papá and Em do.”

      She inhaled and gave my hand a squeeze. “Hear your father out. There are more responsibilities than being a soldier.”

      It was my turn to furrow my brow. “What are you saying?”

      “Go. Your father is waiting.”

      My heartbeat quickened as I slid the glass door aside and walked into the house. The level of noise increased with the numerous people scurrying from here to there. Lola, our housekeeper, directed the workers and caterers as they set up for my graduation party. With our furniture moved away, tables seemed to spring up like mushrooms amongst our holiday decor. Certain events required celebration. As one of the first college graduates of my generation in our family, today was one such event.

      As I took in the people wearing black slacks and white tops hustling from place to place, I wondered again why this talk with my father couldn’t wait.

      “Buenos dias.” The greetings came with smiles and nods from the busy workers readying for the influx of guests.

      I recalled the hubbub for my quinceañera, the party that signified my becoming a woman. It was hard to believe that my party was eight years ago—my fifteenth birthday. Camila’s was three years ago, yet I still thought of her as a child.

      Climbing the front staircase, my heels clicked on the marble steps. Still wearing the white dress I’d chosen for my graduation, I made my way to the second floor. Papá’s office was near the top of the stairs across an expansive landing. Two intimidating oversized doors acted as the barrier between his businesses and our family’s home.

      His and Mom’s suite was to the left, and the children’s wing was to the right. Even in our twenties, Em and I were still their children. However, moving out on my own was something I was ready to discuss.

      I knocked on the door.

      “Come in,” Papá called.

      Pushing the door inward, I took in my father seated behind his desk, the place where he could most often be found. The suit coat he’d worn to my graduation was draped over the back of his tall leather chair. His tie was loosened, and his sleeves were rolled to his elbows. As soon as I entered, he lifted his gaze to me, and a smile replaced his look of concern. “Cat.”

      “Mama said you wanted to speak to me before the party.”

      Papá nodded and stood. Walking around his desk he took one of the two chairs facing the large wooden monstrosity. He gestured to the other chair. “Have a seat. We need to talk.”

      Despite a twisting in my stomach, I did as he asked, smoothing the skirt of my dress over my knees, tucking the material around my legs, and crossing my ankles beneath the chair. A proper lady.

      Papá sat back and exhaled. “Your mama and I are proud of you, Catalina. She wanted you to have your dream of education.”

      With my lips together, I nodded. I knew they were proud. I also knew something was happening with this talk. I fought the urge to encourage him to get on with it.

      He continued, “I didn’t want to concern you before your graduation. Times are changing. I’ve never lied to you about what we do, what our family does. We have our restaurants and clubs, and you know that as my daughter your loyalty is to Jorge Roríguez.”

      Loyalty was something we’d heard all of our lives. It wasn’t difficult to agree. “Yes.”

      “Emiliano swore his life to the cartel—an oath that is unbreakable. As a woman, you’re not asked to make the oath. Nevertheless, the loyalty is expected.”

      “Do you want me to work for one of the clubs or restaurants? I have offers⁠—”

      Papá lifted his hand. “Patron will be here this evening.”

      The small hairs on the back of my neck stood to attention as they always did when Jorge Roríguez was present, in the same way lightning rods alerted us to storms. “You didn’t tell me.” I feigned a smile. “That’s nice of him to come for my graduation all the way from Mexico.” The last time I’d seen him was at Camila’s quinceañera.

      “He had business in the States.” He sighed. “There have been difficulties with Homeland Security and border crossings, but those are more manageable. The continued problems with the Russians and Taiwanese are getting worse. As of late, they’ve even tried to recruit our soldiers. Jorge believes it is time to make new alliances.”

      My mind was scrambling. “We have alliances with Uncle Nicolas and other top lieutenants.”

      “Sí,” Papá replied. “We have our people, but Jorge has decided it’s time to look for support outside the cartel, to other organizations.”

      “Outside the cartel?”

      “There are organizations that want our product and in exchange will help protect what is ours.”

      I wiggled to the edge of the chair. “What other organizations are you talking about?”

      “The Italian Mafia.”

      My eyes widened in wonder. “The cartel and the Mafia have never joined forces.”

      “This is a new era.”

      I’d never imagined a day when cartel members would trust the Mob.

      Papá continued, “Jorge has taken his time to determine the best avenue. He’s been in contact with capos from around the country. The Italians have their share of infighting, but as a whole, they’re strong. Not as strong as us, but working together, we will be stronger.”

      “What does this have to do with me?”

      Papá stood and gripped the back of the chair. “It has long been the practice within the cartel and for centuries with the famiglia, that the sincerest demonstration of unity is family. I spoke to Vincent Luciano—the capo of the Kansas City Famiglia—myself.” Papá straightened his shoulders. “The deal we agreed to will unite the Roríguez cartel and the Kansas City Famiglia. Vincent Luciano is a legend in his own right. He’s ruled KC for years with an iron fist. He’s getting older and there are rumors about his health. Rumors are weak links in a chain of power. It’s time for Vincent to step down and for his son, Dario, to take over as capo.” Papá narrowed his dark gaze, seeming to judge my understanding. Finally, he added, “A single man is not as respected as one with a wife.”

      My mouth went suddenly dry. “A wife?”

      “A single man goes into the position already showing weakness. Marriage shows stability.”

      “Papá, what does…?”

      “The Italians marry young. Eighteen is preferable.”

      “Camila,” I nearly shouted as I visualized my little sister. “No, Papá. She’s been accepted at SDSU. She’s too young to be married off. How old is Dario?”

      “He’s thirty-five.”

      “Thirty-five,” I repeated. To an eighteen-year-old, thirty-five was ancient. “No, don’t do that to her.”

      Papá shook his head. “Dario doesn’t want to marry a child. Jorge offered a more mature woman. He offered you.”

      “He offered me?” How was that even possible? I wasn’t his to offer.

      Before I could say more, Papá lifted his chin. “It’s done. I approved.”

      The buzz of a million bees hummed through my head as I stood. “I don’t want to marry him either. What about Mireya?” She was my cousin—the daughter of Uncle Nicolas, another of Jorge’s top lieutenants. Mireya was a year older than I am, and I honestly didn’t want this to be her fate either, but I was grasping at straws.

      “Mireya is not as beautiful as you, Cat.”

      “She is.” We looked similar with our dark hair. Mireya had big brown eyes where mine were my mother’s green.

      “You know Mireya’s history.”

      I did. Uncle Nicolas wasn’t aware of Mireya’s birth until she was nearly nine years old. Once he found out about her, he saved her from a horrific excuse of a mother. The specific details have never been shared with me, only that Uncle Nicolas wished he’d known sooner. Since he found her, Uncle Nicolas and Aunt Maria have loved her as their own. She’s grown up in a life similar to mine, one of privilege, wealth, and the protection of the cartel.

      “Your uncle has been spared the knowledge that Jorge thinks less of Mireya due to her birth mother. Patron told me that Mireya wouldn’t be as significant of an offer as you. If Jorge had daughters, it would be right for his daughter to marry Dario, but he only has sons.”

      Marriage was supposed to be about love. “I don’t want to do it. This isn’t the old country.” The more I pleaded, the more my pleas fell on deaf ears. “Please, Papá, say no.”

      “No one says no to Jorge.”

      I knew in the pit of my stomach he was telling the truth. No one said no to Patron and remained in good standing.

      A thirty-five-year-old future capo of the famiglia.

      I took a step toward the large desk and forced myself to stay upright. “This is done?” I wouldn’t allow tears to flow. Maybe I had time to change the agreement. “When will we marry?”

      “Soon. The date isn’t set. Jorge wants to speak to you during the party tonight, in private. He expects to hear you verbalize your acceptance and appreciation of his offer.”

      Offer.

      This wasn’t an offer. An offer was followed by an honest response. Patron didn’t want my honest response.

      As a sour taste filled my mouth, Papá went on, “Your mother and I wanted you to be prepared for Patron’s visit.” He stood taller, squared his shoulders, and changed his tone to the one I’d heard him use with his soldiers. “Catalina, this is your opportunity to make us proud. You will accept as the polite and respectable woman you are.”

      Proud. I thought they were proud of my hard work completing my degree.

      The art galleries.

      My knees weakened as I felt the goals I’d worked to accomplish slipping away.

      “Catalina?”

      “What else do you know about Dario?” I asked.

      Dario Luciano.

      “He comes from a strong and wealthy family. He’s first in line for capo of Kansas City.”

      “Is he kind?” I didn’t know if the stories I’d heard about Mafia men—made men—were true. From experience, I knew my father and uncle were known for their cruelty, yet they had been good and fair to me, my siblings, and my cousins. Beneath their exteriors there were hearts. And then there were people like Patron. If he had a heart, it was black as coal.

      Papá sighed. “I won’t lie to you, Cat. According to Jorge, Dario became a made man at thirteen.”

      My nose scrunched. “What did he have to do to be a made man?”

      “Kill. It’s what is done to show strength. “

      “Dario killed someone when he was thirteen?”

      “Slit his throat. The man was a rat, a traitor. Vincent demanded Dario do the deed in front of other made men, to show his son’s strength. Dario has had the nickname The Blade since he was a teenager.”

      The Blade.

      “You want me to marry a murderer, one I’ve never met?”

      Papá shook his head. “This isn’t up for debate. Jorge made the deal. I spoke with Vincent and accepted the offer. I expect you to have a better attitude when you speak with Patron.”

      “Is there any way out of this?”

      “Don’t speak of a way out. Tonight, we’ll learn more from Patron. His wife, Josefina, and their sons, Aléjandro and Reinaldo, will also be here tonight.”

      My teeth gritted together. I’d known Aléjandro and Reinaldo for most of my life. The oldest, five years older than I, made my skin crawl. While Emiliano had to get along with Aléjandro, I didn’t. In my opinion, the man was an arrogant ass who used his daddy’s name to prove his power. Oh yes, he’d probably also murdered.

      I didn’t need to look too far in this organization to find blood. It was on everyone’s hands. I just never imagined it being on my husband’s.

      Pápa looked me up and down. “You’re beautiful, Cat. Go and change for your party. Dario wants a woman, not a child. Your mother has a new dress for you, one that a woman would wear.”

      “Will Dario be here?”

      “No, but you will show Jorge you’ve become a woman.”

      The thought made my stomach turn. “You’re dressing me up like a whore from one of your clubs to impress Patron?”

      Papá’s jaw clenched, and his palm contacted my cheek. “That’s enough.”

      I lifted my fingertips to my cheek, more shocked than physically hurt.

      Papá’s voice hardened. “Insolence isn’t acceptable. You will remember to whom you’re speaking.” His nostrils flared. “You, Catalina Ruiz, are not a whore. You’re a proper woman who understands when it’s time she does what is expected of her. We have encouraged your vitality; do not make me regret the freedoms we’ve afforded you.” And as if he needed to give me more incentive to comply, he added, “If those freedoms were a hindrance, I will put a stop to Camila’s future schooling immediately.”

      Sucking in a breath, I pressed my lips together. “I will talk to the Patron.”

      “You will accept his offer with the graciousness it deserves. Dario Luciano will be a powerful man. You could do worse.” His lips twitched. “Before you began university, Jorge suggested you marry his son.”

      “Aléjandro?” I said in disgust. That would be worse. “He’s an arrogant ass.”

      “Catalina.” His reproach was harsh, but I saw the twinkle return to his brown eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Papá. He is.”

      “He isn’t your concern. Dario is. Now go. I want you looking your best when Patron arrives.”
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        Catalina

      

      

      My reflection in the long mirror showed a woman. The navy-blue cocktail dress my mother brought me was more flattering than the one I planned to wear. The hem came to just above my knees, the bodice held the shoulder-baring neckline in place, and the fit accentuated the few curves I did have. Turning from side to side, I assessed the shape of my legs in the higher heeled shoes.

      It was difficult for me to fathom that this morning I’d been a woman on the verge of her college graduation with unlimited possibilities before her. Now, less than ten hours later, the infinite choices for my future had dwindled down to one.

      Accept Jorge Roríguez’s declaration or…

      There wasn’t another option, not if I wanted my father to retain his rank and power. As Mother had explained after my talk with Papá, if a lieutenant can’t control his daughter, how would he deserve the respect of his soldiers?

      Patron and Papá had already spoken with Vincent Luciano.

      As I added the diamond earrings my parents gifted me this morning to my ears, I wondered if Dario had a say in this decision, or had his father simply decreed the union? He was a thirty-five-year-old man. Surely, he had a choice.

      How had he chosen me?

      Did Jorge present a menu of possible wives?

      At the creak of the opening door, I turned toward the entry to my bedroom, expecting my mother. Instead, I was met with the big brown eyes of my cousin Mireya. Her smile shone as she entered, wearing a light green dress that accented her slim waist and breasts bigger than mine. My first thought was that she was more beautiful. I wasn’t jealous. It was just that she had more curves.

      “Wow,” she exclaimed, “Look at you. I loved your dress earlier, but you look…” Her smile dimmed. “Are you okay?”

      “You look wonderful, too,” I said before asking, “Do you know?”

      She wrapped her arms around my neck and squeezed. “I only found out this afternoon. I heard Mama and Papá talking. I asked, and Mama told me that Patron wants to sell you to the Italians for an alliance.”

      Sell?

      I could argue the terminology, but Mireya was close.

      “Maybe trade?” I collapsed on the edge of my bed. “This whole thing is crazy. I feel like I’ve been thrown a hundred years into the past.”

      My cousin sat at my side and covered my hand with hers. “Remember when we used to stay up half the night talking about our Prince Charming?”

      “In those scenarios, we chose our own prince.”

      “We were too young to know the way things are arranged.” She looked at me and looked down. “Mama said it was almost me.”

      “You can have him,” I said without hesitation.

      “No, he wants you. I’m damaged goods. I know that. Honestly, I’m sorry it’s either of us.”

      “You’re not damaged.”

      “I’m not Mama’s daughter. Papá acts like it doesn’t matter, but I know Patron sees me differently than you, Camila, or Sofia.”

      I turned my hand and squeezed hers. “You are a Ruiz. That’s all that matters.”

      Mireya nodded.

      “Besides, neither one of us ever imagined Prince Charming as the future capo in the Italian Mob.”

      She forced a scoff. “Yeah, Disney did a shitty job of accurately depicting our future.” She tilted her head to me. “I don’t know what to say. Mama told me not to say anything until it’s announced, but ever since she told me, I’ve been dying to find out how you’re doing.”

      “Would you do it?” I asked. “If Patron had chosen you to marry a stranger?”

      Mireya looked down at her lap. “I don’t know. I’ve been thinking about it.” She looked up. “I think I would fight it. Remember Ana?”

      I nodded. Ana was my age and in my class at our high school. Her father worked for Uncle Nicolas. I remembered when she showed up at school after a break with a huge diamond ring. She was only sixteen. After graduation and her eighteenth birthday, she married a man in Mexico, a high-ranking cartel boss. “I’ve been thinking about her too.”

      “She has two children. Papá said their home is almost as big as Jorge’s. He called it a fortress.”

      “I don’t know if I can fight it. I’m not being married to someone in the cartel.” I stood and walked to the window overlooking the ocean and took in the beauty. “Kansas City.” I turned and faced my cousin. “I’ve never lived anywhere but here. Mexico would at least be warm. Doesn’t it snow in Kansas City?”

      “We liked snow the time we went to Bear Mountain.”

      “That was for a week of skiing, not a lifetime.”

      “They have summer in Kansas, too,” Mireya assured me. She let out a long breath. “I want to think I’d fight, but I don’t know if I would. It seems unfair.”

      “It is,” I admitted.

      “Honestly, I thought we were in the clear. You know? Like we were too old for this. I mean, don’t those men want young virgin women?”

      “Papá said Dario refused to marry a child. My virginity was never questioned.” I fought the prickle of tears coming to my eyes. Mireya knew everything about me as I did her. “I wish I wasn’t still a virgin. I wish I’d given it away to someone I wanted to share it with.”

      “We may not be children,” Mireya said, “but we haven’t exactly been given free rein to pick up a guy in a bar or on the beach.”

      No. We’d both been protected, attending an all-girls Catholic school and having bodyguards with us whenever our fathers or brothers weren’t present.

      “And we’ve both heard how important it is to save ourselves.” My stomach twisted. “What if Dario doesn’t want me? What if he’s been told to marry me like I’ve been told to marry him?”

      “Who wouldn’t want you, Cat?” She gestured toward me. “Look at you.”

      “Mama and Papá dressed me for this. I feel like a cheap whore from one of the clubs.”

      “You don’t look cheap. Will Dario be here?”

      “Papá said this is for Patron. He hasn’t seen me since Camila’s quinceañera. Papá wants him to know I’ve grown up.”

      “He’ll get the message.”

      Soon, Lola came to my door and announced the guests were beginning to arrive. When Mireya and I passed Papá’s office, the grand doors were closed. We looked at one another. She reached for my hand as we both silently wondered if Patron was inside.

      At the bottom of the staircase, I received congratulations from the growing number of guests. There were friends from high school, college, professors, teachers, colleagues of my father and their families. It was considered an honor to be invited to a top lieutenant’s home. It made me wonder about my wedding.

      Thankfully, despite Mireya hearing about my upcoming marriage, no one else mentioned it, and I wasn’t going to bring it up.

      Feeling claustrophobic from both the number of guests and my litany of thoughts, I slipped out onto the terrace. Goose bumps scattered over my arms and legs. The air had cooled with the setting of the sun. I reached for a tall glass from the tray of a passing waiter, stared down at the changing colorful lights within the pool, and sipped my champagne. I was deep in thought when Aléjandro Roríguez appeared at my side. He was tall and what some would consider handsome—no, make that what he considered handsome. The scent of his cologne was washed away by the ocean breeze.

      He leaned closer, his warm breath on my exposed skin. “Nice dress, Cat. I suppose congratulations are in order.”

      I took a step back and waited for his eyes to find my face. “Thank you. I’m happy to have my degree.”

      He smirked. “Not what I was talking about. Besides, it’s not like that piece of paper will do you any good.”

      Anger simmered in my chest as I made my faux smile grow. “At least I have it.” Aléjandro, like my brother Em, began his continued education at a young age and never in school after graduating high school.

      He lowered his voice. “I’ve met Dario a few times.” Aléjandro lifted his eyebrows. “Your degree will be the furthest thing from his mind.”

      Pressing my lips together, I forced myself to stay silent.

      He shrugged. “I get that you might be nervous. I’d be happy to test out the merchandise for your future husband. He’s older, and I could teach you things he’d like.”

      The taste of copper flowed over my tongue as I bit my lip. Before I could respond, my brother Em arrived at my other side.

      “Jano,” Em said, puffing his chest and pulling his shoulders back. “Welcome to our home.”

      “Em,” Aléjandro said with a nod. “I was just talking to Cat about her future husband.”

      Em replied, “I didn’t know you and Dario Luciano were that intimately knowledgeable of one another.”

      I choked on the sip of champagne I had in my mouth.

      “I’m sure my father would appreciate your sense of humor,” Aléjandro said, leaning into my brother.

      “I’m not sure. How does Patron feel about his son scaring the woman who is about to help the cartel with her sacrifice?” Em reached for my elbow. “They want you upstairs.”

      I nodded my goodbye to Aléjandro. As Em and I entered the living room, I whispered. “I know I hate him. I thought the two of you got along.”

      “We do.”

      I scoffed. “That conversation didn’t seem like it.”

      “My sister comes before friendships.” Em led me to a side hallway leading back to the kitchen, away from guests. “How are you?”

      “That’s definitely the question of the day.”

      “You should know, your wedding has been in the planning stages for about six months.”

      My stomach dropped. “And no one told me?”

      My brother’s eyebrows knitted together. “Mama wanted you to enjoy university. She pushed for them to wait until you were finished before you were told. Patron and that famiglia scum wouldn’t budge. Dario wants you.”

      Exhaling, I closed my eyes and opened them. “Why didn’t you tell me before?”

      “Mama forbade it.”

      We both knew that never stopped Em.

      He forced a smile. “It wouldn’t have done any good. The decision was Papá’s. Mama did the best she could, and fuck, Cat, the only person I can disagree with is Papá but only when we’re alone. I wanted you to know—before you went upstairs—that this wasn’t some whim. There’s no stopping this.”

      I inhaled. “Have you met Dario?”

      Em shook his head. “No, but that will change in two weeks. I heard Patron tell Papá the Lucianos will be here two Saturdays from now. Dario wants to meet you and present you with your engagement ring.”

      “Two weeks,” I repeated disbelievingly, realizing that would be close to Christmas.

      “I wish I had more power. I’d stop this.”

      I reached for my brother’s hand. “Don’t tell me that. Papá would say you’re being weak.”

      “I’m not weak.” His nostrils flared. “I’m your brother, and if I had my way, you’d be free of this world, not baptized in the blood spilled by the fucking famiglia.”

      There had never been love lost between the cartel and the Mafia. “Why the Mafia?”

      Em’s expression twisted. “Make a list. They want our product. They have more money than God, and they’ve worked longer at padding the pockets of people who will turn their backs if we make this deal. The fucking Russians and Taiwanese are working to cut us out of our own backyard. It’s time to make the yard bigger and bring in new bullies.”

      “The KC Mob is the bully you want?”

      “Want? Fuck no. But it’s a bully who will help.” He grinned his familiar brotherly smile. “Are you ready to face Patron?”

      “No.” I reached for his hand. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      Em didn’t knock before opening the doors to Papá’s office. Patron and Papá stood as I smiled at the assembly of both powerful men and their wives.

      “Catalina, hermosa. You are a stunning woman,” Josefina Roríguez said with a smile and a thick accent.

      It was hard to believe such a lovely and pleasant woman would have raised a son who was an ass like Aléjandro. The jury was still out on Reinaldo. He was Camila’s age.

      “Gracias, señora.” I turned to Patron. “Buenas noches, señor.”

      After a look from my father, Mama stood and guided Josefina out of the office, making a comment about showing her around the house and getting her some of the delicious food. Em shut the doors after stepping out of the room. The end result was me standing in front of Patron and my father, feeling vulnerable in the navy dress.

      “Catalina,” Patron said with a smile, his eyes traveling from my shoes to my hair. “Your father told me what an accomplished young woman you’ve become. I remember your quinceañera. You were to be a woman, but I never could have predicted how well you would turn out.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Cat,” Papá said, “have a seat.”

      The two men weren’t sitting around Papá’s desk. Instead, they’d been sitting with their wives in a grouping of chairs near a fireplace. I took the seat my mother had vacated.

      Patron sat forward. “Your father tells me you have agreed to do what is needed.”

      Trying to keep my focus on Patron, I stole a quick glance at my father. “Yes, sir. My loyalty is to Roríguez. If it is your will that I marry Dario Luciano, I will do it.”

      He sat back with a growing smile as he spoke to Papá. “If I had daughters, I would want them to be like yours, Andrés.”

      I forced my smile to stay in place as my father was praised for selling his daughter like a rancher selling off a prize filly. It seemed Mireya was right; sold was a more accurate description.

      “Cat?”

      My eyes opened wide. I must have been blocking their conversation. “Yes.”

      “Jorge was confirming your willingness to meet Dario two weeks from yesterday.”

      Do I have a choice?

      Swallowing any retort, I smiled at Papá. “I’m sure you’ll work out the details.”

      “Vincent,” Patron said, “has requested that the wedding take place at his country home.”

      My gaze went to Papá. Wasn’t it customary for the bride’s family to take care of the wedding? Wouldn’t he want my wedding to be here?

      I saw too soon by Papá’s reaction that he would acquiesce. Apparently, this too was already planned.

      “He has a mansion in the Ozarks,” Patron said. “Summer would be best.”

      “Summer. This summer?”

      “Yes, in June.”

      Six months from now.

      There it was. My wedding day was set in a place I’d never been to a man I’d never met.

      “Thank you, Cat,” Papá said as he stood. “I’m sure your guests are waiting for you.” He smiled. “Let’s keep the engagement announcement under wraps until you have a ring.”

      Not a problem.

      “I won’t say a word.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dario

      

      

      “The cartel girl is being told of the marriage,” Vincent Luciano, my father, said as he stared at me from across his desk. It was an ostentatious antique monstrosity in his home office within his mansion in the Ozarks. Tommaso Moretti, his consigliere, stood behind and to the side of his chair, where he’d been for most of my life—the hand to the throne.

      This house was my father’s castle and unnecessarily huge. Hell, guarding it took more of our soldiers off the street than I thought necessary. It took a lot of men to watch over hundreds of acres of land, a massive home, and a capo who was hated and feared by the people he ruled and those he didn’t.

      This wasn’t my father’s only residence. He also had an apartment in Kansas City, not far from mine. If I recalled correctly, my mother hadn’t stepped foot in the palatial apartment for at least fifteen years, not since she walked in on my father and the other lady-of-the-house—his mistress, Alesia Moretti, Tommaso’s sister.

      My father had a thing for women with names that started with ‘A.’ My mother’s name was Arianna. I wouldn’t supply a lewd observation of my mother; however, if Alesia was the gauge, he also had a thing for big boobs, plastic features, and women he could dominate.

      Being that Alesia was the sister of Father’s consigliere, my brother and I thought she had her heart set on dropping the Moretti for Luciano. It seemed as if both women were a glutton for the hell of Father’s presence. After witnessing his affair, instead of divorcing our father, our mother doubled down, insisting on renovations at the Ozark mansion. The cost to placate her came close to a million dollars. She blatantly declared the whore could have the apartment. As wife, she would be the queen with a palace. These few facts about my father made it laughable that he was lecturing me on marriage.

      “The girl,” I repeated. “She’s a woman.”

      Twenty-three years old. Not exactly aged but not a child.

      My father huffed. “You’re protective of her already. You always had a thing for strays.”

      “She’s the daughter of a top lieutenant under Roríguez. She’s hardly a flea-ridden mutt found on the street.”

      “You already had your time with one of those.”

      The muscles of my jaw tightened, yet I worked to keep my appearance stoic. This was a fight I was tired of having. Besides, it no longer applied.

      Dad waved his hand. “Fucking cartel.” He shook his head. “You might need to check her for fleas. You could have had your pick of good Italian virgins from any outfit in the country.” His beady dark eyes stared at me in a way that would cause half of his soldiers to wet themselves. “You fucked that up. If you think I’m going to hand the famiglia down to you… you have to earn it. Going through with this marriage is a start.”

      His death glare had little effect. I’d seen it daily for all my thirty-five years. And when it came to becoming capo, I had earned it. I killed my first man at thirteen years of age—slit his throat in front of an audience of Father’s soldiers. You don’t get the nickname The Blade for only one kill. If spilling blood alone was required of a capo, I’d spilled my quota. It wasn’t. There was more. Since before I was eighteen, I’d done my father’s bidding with legal and illegal connections. Hell, I’d been the one to initiate the alliance with Jorge Roríguez.

      I kept my expression unreadable and my voice even. “Catalina Ruiz is beautiful. She’s lived a privileged life and is finishing her degree. If you want to insinuate that marrying her is a punishment, it’s one I willingly take.”

      Father scrunched his nose as if he tasted something sour. “Obviously, you’ve never had a high bar when it comes to women in your bed. At least she’s Catholic. Arianna is pacified by that.” He added, “And Jorge promises she’s pure.”

      It was my turn to shake my head. The last generation was obsessed with unnecessary merits. I’d fucked my first whore at fourteen. Dear old Daddy was the one to arrange the initiation. If I was obsessed with virginity, I could have agreed to marry Catalina’s younger sister, Camila. I preferred women who were both legal and willing. Experience wasn’t a bad thing. Personally, the idea that the Roríguez cartel’s top boss had knowledge of Catalina’s sex life disgusted me more than her lack of virginity.

      Father looked annoyed. “The capo earns the respect of his men.”

      “And what does that have to do with taking my wife’s virginity?”

      “It demonstrates your ability to take what is yours.”

      “I’m respected.”

      “The leader of the famiglia also must show stability. A wife gives you that.”

      Standing, I turned away and looked toward the window. A light dusting of snow covered the manicured lawns. “I’ve said I’ll marry her.” I spun toward him. “The alliance was my idea.”

      Marrying a good Italian girl was never on my list of things to do. Marriage was a legal bond, nothing more. I’d been given that example my entire life. Father’s fidelity was to the outfit, the famiglia, not to his wife or his mistress.

      While there was a time when I considered walking away from the famiglia, longing for a normal existence, circumstances changed. As the eldest son of Vincent Luciano, taking over as capo of the Kansas City Famiglia was what I’d been raised to do. I’d put in my time and was ready to take the reins. I had other ideas for the future beyond partnering with the Roríguez cartel.
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