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      Mafia/cartel, arranged marriage, forbidden, possessive hero, sheltered heroine, he falls first, dangerous romance

      

      Reinaldo Rodríguez

      Emiliano Ruiz

      Both are dangerous, deadly, and powerful. Both are second-generation soldiers proving themselves in the Roríguez cartel.

      Both want me. Of course, I wasn’t told until it was too late. That’s the way things work in the famiglia. My fate is up to Dario Luciano, my guardian.

      He doesn’t care about the way the men make me feel. How when I’m near them, the air crackles and my skin warms with stinging electricity, stirring something deep inside me that never before existed.

      One fills me with desire, twisting my insides.

      The other recognizes my need to be loved, filling me with a comfortable warmth.

      By the time I learn that both have requested my hand, a deal has been brokered.

      Neither man from the Roríguez cartel will have me.

      I’ve been promised to another, the son of Dario’s sworn enemy.

      Will I have any say in my future?

      What will happen to the alliance between the Luciano famiglia and the Roríguez cartel when tragedy strikes?

      Have you been Aleatha’d?

      

      QUEENS AND MONSTERS is a stand-alone dangerous Mafia/cartel romance in 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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        Dario Luciano

        Capo dei capi, Kansas City

      

      

      

      Leaning forward, I stared across my desk and around my office, taking in the famiglia’s colleagues. Dante, my consigliere and also my brother, stood by my side. While the famiglia and the cartel had come to trust one another, that didn’t mean we weren’t cautious. Dante was armed to the teeth and so was I. Undoubtedly, we weren’t the only ones. Our guests were equally prepared. The knives and guns in this office would set magnetometers off in a symphony of alarms.

      While the ladies were out in the apartment preparing our holiday meal—the official reason for the cartel’s visit—there was urgent business that needed to be discussed.

      “Your father?” I asked Aléjandro.

      The second-in-command of the Roríguez cartel was married to my sister, Mia. He nodded as his dark stare briefly met his brother Reinaldo’s. “Our padre,” Aléjandro replied, sitting straighter, “is on his way.” He looked down at his gold watch and back at me. “There was a change of plans to help with security.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Andrés Ruiz, father of both my wife, Catalina, and Dante’s wife, Camila. With his arms crossed over his chest, the seams of his suit coat strained and his paunch hung over his belt. Visually, it was obvious that Andrés wasn’t in the same fighting condition as the rest of us. Yet his age and experience sought respect. Without saying a word, his disapproval regarding the Roríguez cartel’s newly declared hierarchy was evident in his narrowed eyes and the straight line of his pressed-together lips. His attention went to Aléjandro, the drug lord’s eldest son. “Change of plans? Our plane was waiting for him in San Diego.” His arms fell to his side. “I wasn’t informed of a change.”

      My uncles Carmine and Salvatore were standing against the opposite wall, intently watching the exchange.

      Clenching my teeth, the muscles in the side of my face tightened as trepidation squeezed my chest. “We are all working together, Andrés. That’s why you’re being informed.”

      Andrés nodded, resuming his position leaning against the bookcase. It was difficult for a man like him to take orders from younger men and it showed. Nevertheless, I was capo dei capi of Kansas City and my word was law. Jorge, the drug lord of the cartel, made the decision to place Aléjandro as his second-in-command. Andrés could choose to disagree, but in our worlds, that would mean death.

      For my wife’s and her siblings’ sake, we would try to keep things civil.

      Taking in the people present, I couldn’t help but think about my father, the former capo dei capi. Vincent Luciano was no doubt rolling over in his grave. Fuck that. He was clawing his fingers bloody trying to escape the ravages of hell to deliver damnation to me for not only continuing but also nurturing the alliance with the Roríguez cartel.

      “Traveling in the States…” Aléjandro began, “…is difficult.” He looked at me. “Not only with your government but also with Herrera’s men. They’re watching.”

      Dante stiffened at my side at the mention of Elizondro Herrera—our common enemy.

      “Are you prepared to answer for Jorge?” I asked.

      Aléjandro inhaled, straining the buttons on his shirt and bringing to life tendons and veins in his neck below his tawny skin. “For now. When he arrives, we’ll make final decisions.”

      My brother-in-law’s expression emanated power and determination, the same resolution as his brother, Reinaldo, and my other brother-in-law, my wife’s brother, Emiliano, displayed.

      “Dante,” I prompted, “bring everyone up-to-date on the Herrera cartel’s activities.”

      He shifted, widening his stance and clutching his own hand in front of him. “As everyone here knows, in the last three months since Camila’s abduction, we’ve had eyes, ears, and most importantly, technology surveilling the senior officers in Herrera’s cartel.” He nodded toward Aléjandro. “I’ve kept you informed of their activities.”

      Aléjandro nodded. “We have men on the inside. Unfortunately, they aren’t privy to information on the drug lord himself.”

      Dante went on. “For the sake of everyone present, I’ll recap. From what we’ve been able to determine, Elizondro Herrera is still holed up in Mexico. He’s sent his men to the States. Their primary goal is to cause disruptions with the famiglia and Roríguez cartel. We believe he wants to make both organizations appear incompetent and weak.”

      Carmine’s stance straightened, and Salvatore’s jaws clenched.

      Since my ascension to capo dei capi, my uncles have managed to keep their disagreements with my decisions private. We’re family and they have my back, but that doesn’t mean they’re happy about it.

      “Wanderland was raided,” Emiliano said, speaking of the cartel’s private club near San Diego. “The feds seized cash, but no drugs were found.” He turned to Aléjandro. “We were given advance notice by an informant. Since the whores have been living at the renovated school, Mia’s worked to ensure that each worker has the necessary paperwork. She’s tracked down birth certificates and encouraged those without an education to complete their GED. My uncle was worried this would encourage them to leave, but it’s done the opposite. They’re more content. I even heard a few talking about saving money. Every one of the whores interviewed passed the feds’ interrogation with flying colors.” He shook his head. “Besides confiscating a few Gs in cash, the feds walked away disappointed.”

      My mind filled with problems we’d encountered at Emerald Club in Kansas City. It was the famiglia’s business similar to Wanderland. Our establishment catered to a higher clientele with our VIP lounges, but both clubs had alcohol, drugs, and sex on the menu.

      “The bratvas,” I prompted.

      “Goal number two,” Dante responded. “Lorenzo, our tech man, has captured communication between Herrera and Volkov.”

      Everyone nodded in agreement. Volkov ran the bratva on the West Coast. We’d known about their alliance for a while. The next bit of news would come as more of a shock.

      “Herrera is also in contact with Myshkin,” Dante paused before adding, “the pakhan here in Kansas City and St. Louis.”

      Aléjandro’s eyes widened. “You confirmed this information?”

      “Yes,” I replied. “We just got the confirmation yesterday. I spoke to Myshkin myself.”

      “Why?” Andrés said, suddenly coming to attention. “You think he’d tell you the truth?”

      “I wasn’t sure. We made a deal.”

      Aléjandro stood. “A deal with the bratva. You can’t trust them.”

      I half grinned. “The same has been said about the cartel.”

      “Dealing with the bratva makes the famiglia compromised,” Andrés said, his voice growing louder and his cheeks reddening. “We can’t risk two associations⁠—”

      Aléjandro lifted his hand, silencing Andrés. The old man may have stopped talking, but Aléjandro’s wordless command didn’t stop the crimson from growing brighter on Andrés’s neck and face. “What deal?” he asked me.

      “I asked for information on Herrera.”

      Aléjandro’s nostrils flared. “He had it?”

      “He did.” My words were measured and calm. “I proposed a truce. The fighting between the famiglia and bratva is becoming a no-win for either side. If I agree to certain conditions, Myshkin and I believe we can work together to take out Herrera and Volkov.”

      Aléjandro asked, “You enter into an alliance with Myshkin, what does that mean for us—the Roriguez cartel?”

      “We’re still negotiating.”

      “If he agreed to help you, you made some deal,” Aléjandro said.

      “I did.” I inhaled. “As far as Myshkin’s territory here in Kansas City, we agreed on boundaries, stop the bloodshed on the streets.”

      “And you went along?”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      “The fuck?” Andrés cursed.

      “As I said, we’re still negotiating.” I nodded. “Once it’s done, we all benefit.”

      “We can win this war,” Aléjandro said. “We will win.” Each phrase was louder than the last.

      “We’ll get rid of Herrera for good,” I said. “Can we count on you?”

      Aléjandro inhaled. “Sí. Nosotros somos familia.”

      “With Myshkin, Roríguez, and the famiglia, we will win.”

      We all turned toward the door at the sound of a knock. Each man instinctively reached for his weapon.

      “No need,” I said. “Our soldiers are out there. No threat would make it to my door.” I raised my voice. “Enter.”

      “Feliz Navidad,” Jorge Roríguez greeted as he entered, followed by Nicolas Ruiz, Andrés’s brother, and Nick, Nicolas’s son.

      “Welcome to our home.”

      Jorge came straight to me and shook my hand. “Do they know?”

      “Yes, I just told them.”

      He turned toward the rest of the room. “Tonight, we’ll celebrate with our growing family.” He laid a large hand on my shoulder. “All our family. Siete peces. Tomorrow, we strategize. We have a war to win.”

      Aléjandro was the first to respond. “Papá, you knew about Myshkin?”

      Jorge nodded. “How did you respond?”

      “Capo and Dante are family. The famiglia is our family. I responded that we are one.”

      Jorge’s cheeks rose in a smile. “Mi hijo. Estas listo.”

      Andrés bristled as Aléjandro replied, “I have more to learn.”

      I gestured toward the door. “This discussion stays in this room. The women don’t need to worry.” Everyone nodded. “Now, let’s celebrate before we take care of business.”

      Dante remained at my side as the others filtered out of the office. “Thoughts?” he asked.

      My forehead furrowed. “Jorge seemed pleased with Aléjandro. You know them better than I do. Thoughts on Reinaldo and Emiliano?”

      Dante inhaled. “I thought Jasmine wasn’t an option.”

      A scoff escaped my lips as I shook my head. “Who said anything about Jasmine?”

      “You’ve been making deals. Jorge wasn’t upset about you involving Myshkin.”

      “Jorge wants to defeat Herrera.”

      Dante lowered his voice. “He also wants Rei married. He’s pushing Jano to make more decisions. If you ask me, he’s securing his legacy—his family.”

      “Jasmine isn’t a Luciano,” I replied.

      “I’m not blind and neither are you. Jasmine is beautiful, sweet, and smart. If Rei wants her, after what I did, it could help cement this alliance.”

      “This alliance is cemented,” I growled. “We have a war to fight, one we have to win. Besides, Rei isn’t the only one with an interest in Jasmine.” I could hardly make myself force out the words. “Myshkin wants her for his son, Zhdan.”

      “Fuck,” Dante murmured. “You can’t send her off to the bratva”

      “We need a ceasefire with Myshkin.”
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        Jasmine

        The night before

      

      

      

      My knees tucked beneath my robe, I hugged them to my chest as I leaned back against the window seat wall in my bedroom and stared through the frosty panes. Snow fell steadily from the dark sky. Stories below, the sidewalks were growing less distinguishable, their surfaces and the grass becoming one, hidden beneath a blanket of fresh accumulation. Illumination from the streetlights sparkled on the wet and slick streets like holiday lights.

      I held the small kitten, keeping her cuddled against my skin.

      Warm within my cocoon, my memories warred between the life I mostly recalled and that which was beyond my recollection. There was something magical, or perhaps tragic, about the first snowfall of the season that surfaced bits and pieces of memories buried deep within the recesses of my mind.

      Despite my luxurious surroundings, my fingers and toes ached from phantom cold, a deep-seated chill that couldn’t be warmed. When I was young, I used to wake on the night of the first snow to fears I found impossible to articulate. I would make my way to the bedroom next door to wake my sister, Josie. She’d take me back to my room and climb into bed with me, telling me that we were now warm and safe.

      No matter how difficult my questions or how many I could produce, Josie patiently answered each one. She recounted the time after we lost our grandparents when it was the two of us against the world. There were nights spent wrapped in blankets in her old car and mornings spent at a truck stop to shower before school. Rarely did she discuss our mother. I knew the subject wasn’t one Josie liked to remember. We went to live with our grandparents after our mother was convicted of manslaughter in a drug deal gone bad and sentenced to twenty years in prison. Until our grandparents died in a car crash, we had a decent home for the first time in our lives.

      As time passed and I grew into adulthood, I became uncertain if the memories I recalled were my own or those given to me through Josie’s stories. The fact that my hands and feet were numb despite the tempered glass and abundant heat was evidence that the past still lurked in my subconscious.

      Tipping my forehead to my knees, I let out a sigh.

      My mind knew that I’d never again suffer as we had before moving in with Dario Luciano. He’d taken us both under his protective wing. Even today, years after my sister was stolen from us, Dario was here for me, supporting me, and providing for me. His influence couldn’t be understated.

      Dario was first and foremost the capo dei capi of Kansas City. He was also a man of strong beliefs. While his family disapproved of him bringing me and Josie into his home, he was a man of his word—and was to this day.

      He was also a collector of fine things.

      Dario’s influence was evident in my choice of twin majors at Barnard College in New York: history, particularly the Renaissance, and archaeology. I was currently on semester break of my sophomore year. While I thought I’d enjoy the freedom of a college campus, I’d yet to experience any. As Dario Luciano’s responsibility, even at the age of twenty years old, I had my bodyguard to protect me at all times.

      It wasn’t easy fitting into the student life with a large and intimidating man constantly in my shadow. While I longed for a regular life with freedom of choice, I was caged by the awful memories of what life could be like without Dario’s overprotective influence.

      I laid the sleeping kitten on the blanket and quietly exited my bedroom. The stillness of the night buzzed in my ears, sending my senses into overdrive. I’d walked these hallways since I was seven years old, knowing each turn and what was behind every door. The simple life we’d had when I was a child was now replaced with more.

      More people.

      More noise.

      More responsibilities.

      It wasn’t only that in the last few years Dario had become the capo dei capi of the Kansas City Famiglia, making his office on the first floor a place for meetings that brought dangerous people into our home. The last few years had also brought Catalina, Dario’s wife, and Ariadna Gia, their beautiful daughter, into our fold. Dario’s marriage was the fruition of an alliance between the Kansas City Famiglia and the Roríguez cartel.

      The dangers I’d been raised to avoid were present at every turn.

      At first, I had my doubts about their arranged marriage, but Catalina was a great match for Dario. Her open and loving heart balanced Dario’s more reserved personality, making us a family. Because of that bond, tomorrow our home would be filled with members of the Kansas City Famiglia and the Roriguez cartel, including el Patrόn himself.

      I shivered at the thought.

      Making my way down the staircase to the first floor, I quietly entered the kitchen. I expected to find one of our bodyguards, Armando or Piero, keeping watch. To my surprise, the kitchen was empty, the hum of the refrigerators and lingering aromas of Contessa’s cooking in preparation for tomorrow night’s feast filling the dimly lit room.

      The light from within the refrigerator was blinding as I reached for a water bottle. The clock on the microwave told me that it was past midnight, officially Christmas Eve. I couldn’t pinpoint why I wasn’t tired, but I wasn’t.

      Perhaps I needed to push away my fears of the first snow.

      My bare feet padded down the hallway toward the living room. The floor-to-ceiling windows beckoned me closer like a giant movie screen of the season’s first snow. The city lights combined with the ambient light and white falling snow cast a gray illumination throughout the room.

      Taking a drink of my water, I spun to a noise. Almost choking with my pulse now racing, I saw a man I didn’t know standing before me.

      “Who are you?” The wavering in my voice threatened to give away my unease. The small hairs on my neck rose to attention and goose bumps materialized beneath my pajamas. This was my home.

      Why is he here?

      Quickly, my gaze darted around the room, searching for Piero or Armando. My thoughts were fragments trying to make sense of his presence. There was something about this man, an air of danger and power. Muscles with tattoos bulged from beneath the sleeve of his dark t-shirt. While there was a holster over one shoulder, this man didn’t need weapons: he could maim or kill with his hands.

      I’d heard Catalina’s brother was visiting for the holiday. I knew Em. This wasn’t him.

      Despite my recent drink, my mouth went dry as the man walked toward me, each step of his boots echoing on the marble tile. His jean-clad long legs reached me in a few steps. With the closeness came a better view of his handsome face, prominent brow, and defined jaw covered by a trimmed beard. His chest seemed wider, and his height dwarfed mine.

      His dark hair was short on the sides and longer on top. The scent of sandalwood and leather permeated my senses. Securing the cap on my water bottle, I set it on the windowsill. Straightening my neck, I stood tall, feigning strength, as I tried to put together the pieces. “You’re from the Roríguez cartel.” It wasn’t a question and at the same time, it was.

      “Sí.”

      Was he one of their guards? A soldier wouldn’t move with the confidence he emanated. The way he moved was graceful as if he’d choreographed a dance—perhaps a tango. No, I was wrong. His steps were predatory, a lion approaching his prey.

      I took a step back.

      He was close enough that I had to raise my chin to maintain my view of his almost fully black orbs. Another step and I would collide with the cool glass of the window. I held my ground

      “You’re Jasmine.”

      He pronounced my name in a way I’d never heard. Jazz-mean.

      I nodded.

      His lips curled, yet his black stare wasn’t smiling.

      I sucked in a breath and flinched as his hand came upward, twisting and running a ringlet of my hair through his fingers. “They told me you were beautiful.” He tilted his head to the side. “Beautiful doesn’t begin to describe you.”

      Words failed me. There was something about this man that stirred emotions within me in a way I’d never experienced. While at the same time, part of my brain told me to scream and yell, to get away from him.

      “You’re stunning.” He nodded. “You’ve grown up since the capo’s wedding.” His gaze was on my hair. “I’ve never seen such red hair.” His gaze returned to mine as his hand fell to his side. “Or blue eyes.”

      Bravely, I lifted my hand to his chest. “Stop.” Despite his calm exterior, beneath my touch, this man’s heart too was racing, thumping wildly. Energy pulsated from him to me as if our touch was a conduit for electricity. I met his gaze. “Tell me who you are and how you’re here in my home.”

      “You do not recognize me?” He took a step back and bowed at the waist before standing erect. “Lo lament. Mí nombre es Reinaldo. Some call me Rei.”

      My mind searched for the mention of him. He was present at Dario’s wedding.

      “Perhaps you’ve heard of mí padre, Jorge Roríguez.”

      Oh. The connection was made. I’d attended Dario’s wedding as this man’s brother’s plus-one. “You’re el Patrόn’s son and Aléjandro’s brother?”

      Rei nodded before cupping my chin and running his thumb over my cheek. “Your skin is like glass.” His touch against my flesh was like the striking of a match, his thumb rough and callused, lighting a flame within me. My panties dampened and my nipples beaded.

      “Please,” I said, less strong than I would have preferred. “You shouldn’t be touching me.”

      He glanced down at my breasts, and his smile returned.

      Why hadn’t I secured my robe?

      I backed up as he took one more step toward me, and my shoulders collided with the cool windowpane. His massive body was millimeters away. If I so much as inhaled deeply, my breasts would meet his broad chest.

      His dark eyes hooded, and his nostrils flared. “Tell me, Jasmine. Has a man ever touched you before, brought you pleasure?”

      “I really think you should back up.” I inhaled. “If one of my bodyguards sees you…”

      “I could gut him before he drew his weapon.” Rei again reached for my chin and ran that same thumb over my lips. “You would like it…if I touched you.”

      Words failed me. I was too busy fighting whatever spell he’d cast. My body and mind battled. My body wanted to inhale, to feel his hard body against mine and to experience what he described. My mind was busy telling me to run from his threat.

      Rei’s timbre dropped an octave. “Even now” —his thumb moved slowly— “your breathing has become shallower, and here” —he moved his touch to my neck— “your vein is pulsating. Your nipples have grown harder beneath that top. I might scare you, but you’ve lived with the capo dei capi. Danger also excites you.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m not scared,” I lied.

      His lips twitched as if a smile was close to morphing his granite features as he lowered his touch down the side of my neck and collarbone. “You’re brave. I admire a woman who doesn’t cower.”

      I wanted to tell him again not to touch me, but that same touch caused my circulation to quicken, my insides to twist, and my brain to forget how to form words.

      “Soon, you will know what I mean.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”

      Rei took a step back. He reached for my hand and again bowed, this time leaving a kiss on my knuckles. “It was a pleasure to formally meet you, Jasmine.” He turned and walked toward the staircase.

      The son of the drug lord of the Roríguez cartel was staying in my house.

      I waited until he disappeared before I let out the breath I’d been holding. Fear was an interesting emotion. All my life I’d been told to avoid danger, to stay safe. There was nothing safe about Reinaldo Roríguez, yet I couldn’t decide to keep my distance.
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        Jasmine

      

      

      

      After that encounter, sleep was out of the question.

      My heartbeat was erratic. Goose bumps prickled my flesh, yet I was suddenly warm. There was one place I enjoyed going when I couldn’t sleep.

      A long time ago, Dario changed one of the rooms on the first floor from a sitting room to a theater room. I couldn’t begin to estimate the number of afternoons and late nights I’d spent in the comfy large recliners. Possible titles of favorite movies raced through my thoughts as I opened the door and flipped the switch.

      The room filled with ambient lighting, the kind that can be illuminated while a movie or TV show played without distracting from the screen. I didn’t need brighter lighting. I knew this room like the back of my hand.

      While others enjoyed Hallmark kind of movies around this time of year, my preference was for the less traditional holiday movies such as the old titles Die Hard and Lethal Weapon. As could be guessed by their titles, these movies had loud soundtracks. Instead of waking the entire apartment—Catalina’s parents were staying on the second floor and more of her family was expected soon—I placed the earbuds in my ears and hit the play button on the remote control.

      Settling back with a blanket, I watched a movie I’d seen more times than I could count. The repeated gunshots reverberating in my ears could be blamed for my inability to hear the opening of the theater room door. My attention to the screen could be why I didn’t notice the movement to my side.

      The intensity of the storyline might be the reason I screamed.

      A handsome profile appeared in front of the screen. My fingers went to my lips, silencing my scream as my heart raced.

      Has Rei found me?

      As the light hit his handsome face, I recognized Catalina’s brother, Em. I didn’t expect his arrival until sometime during the coming day.

      He spoke, but I couldn’t hear him.

      Shaking my head I plucked the earbuds from my ears.

      His deep timbre ricocheted through me. “I saw the light beneath the door.” He shook his head. “I didn’t mean to frighten you, Jasmine.”

      “I’m not frightened.” I lied. Feigning strength seemed to be my go-to story. “The movie was just really intense.”

      Emiliano Ruiz turned and looked up at the screen. His smile broadened as he swiveled back toward me. “If machine guns are your holiday fare, you’re in the right family.” He stepped closer and pointed to the seat at my side. “Do you mind?”

      I shook my head and gestured toward it.

      He offered me his hand. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you. I was hoping you’d be home for the holidays.” His long fingers encased mine. There was a spark to his touch as if energy flowed through him to me. My breathing shallowed.

      There was a familiarity with Em that wasn’t the same as Rei. My tension eased.

      Em bowed at the waist, lowering his face, and kissing the knuckles of the hand he was still holding. His firm lips sent more sparks through my circulation that only multiplied with the intensity in his gaze.

      I retrieved my hand, still sensing his kiss. “I’m on semester break.”

      Emiliano lowered himself to the seat at my side. He’d changed since the last time I saw him. His body was bulkier and impossibly more toned. His long legs folded as he leaned back, looking at the screen. A blended, intoxicating aroma of spice filled the air. “How many times have you seen this movie?”

      My cheeks rose in a grin as I took in his profile, protruding forehead, high cheekbones, and defined jaw. My mouth grew dry as I answered. “Too many to count.”

      I sat back, but as I began to place the earbuds in my ears, I realized the problem. “Um, you can’t hear without the earbuds. I didn’t want to wake the whole house.”

      “Machine guns, right.”

      I suddenly wished I’d remembered my Bluetooth earbuds, but they were upstairs in my room. Instead, I had a corded old pair that plugged into the arm of the chair. “We could share.” I offered him one of the earbuds and placed the other one in my ear closest to him.

      Em placed the earbud in his ear.

      Despite all the chaos breaking loose on the screen, I wasn’t concentrating on the movie. Leaning closer, so as not to dislodge the earbud, I found myself staring at the arm on our shared armrest. Em was wearing a dark t-shirt, leaving his biceps and forearms exposed. It took every ounce of my self-control to not run my fingers over his defined muscles. Maybe my encounter with Rei had my hormones in overdrive.

      He leaned closer. “I thought you were always followed.”

      “Followed?”

      “Bodyguards. I’ve watched you.”

      He had?

      I cleared my throat. “Dario is a bit overprotective.”

      Em nodded. “With my sister too.” His eyebrows rose. “He has good reason to be with you. You stand out among the others.”

      My breathing hitched as he reached for a strand of my hair. “Your fire-colored hair and blue eyes are beacons among the other women.”

      Is this real?

      How did I have a similar conversation with two men in one night?

      “You’re stunning, Jasmine. I’m sure you know that.”

      There was something about Em that returned my thoughts to the first snow. Unwanted tears filled my eyes. “My sister used to say I was pretty. But it’s been years since I’ve heard her voice.”

      Compassion shone in his gaze. “I’m sorry. Is she…?”

      Swallowing the unwelcome emotions, I nodded. “I was just thinking about her.”

      Em’s hand came to my cheek, his thumb gently wiping away my tear. “It wasn’t my intention to make you cry.”

      Inhaling, I shook my head and feigned a smile. “Holidays and snow.” I shrugged.

      “Well, you’re beautiful. You should be told every day.”

      Warmth filled my cheeks. “Thank you.”

      “Tell me,” he said, “how would he feel about me here now?”

      “He?” My thoughts went back to Rei. But that wasn’t who… “Oh, you mean Dario?”

      “Sí, capo dei capi.”

      He wouldn’t approve, but I didn’t want to say that and risk Em leaving. Instead, I shrugged. “We’re just watching a movie.”

      “That’s what we’re doing. However, I want to do something else, something I was told you wouldn’t allow Jano to do when he took you to the wedding.”

      My chest grew tight.

      A kiss.

      Aléjandro had tried to kiss me that night and Mia intervened. Kisses were supposed to be saved for your husband, that’s what Contessa, our housekeeper, told me. I did a good job of following the rules. Those rules kept me safe, kept Dario happy, and gave me a home.

      However, I’d thought about Aléjandro’s almost-kiss many times. I wasn’t attracted to him, not like Em or even Rei. Nevertheless, I wondered what it would be like to be kissed, really kissed, the way they do in books and movies.

      After all, it was just a kiss.

      Right?

      My tongue darted to my lips. “I’m older than I was then.”

      His lips quirked. “More experienced?”

      “No,” I replied honestly.

      His hand was back to my face, his palm cupping my cheek. “I’m afraid the capo would not approve.”

      “Do you always strive to please the bosses?” I wasn’t sure what was making me say anything to encourage him, other than the way my body suddenly warmed. I leaned closer, my robe-covered breasts rubbing against his strong arm.

      “Not always.” His timbre was slower and deeper.

      My core twisted and my nipples hardened with need. “Good.” My reply was barely audible.

      Fire burned in his dark orbs as he wove his fingers through my hair and tugged me closer until our lips met. His kiss was light at first, testing the waters. He tasted of liquor. I wasn’t experienced enough to know what kind of liquor, only that in combination with cologne, his strong lips, and his touch of my face and hair, the concoction was intoxicating. I pressed forward, lifting myself higher onto my knees and leaning over the armrest. My touch of his rock-hard broad shoulder was only to steady myself as our kiss took on new life.

      His hand moved from my hair to the back of my neck as my body ignited with his kiss.

      We both startled at the sound of the door opening and bouncing off the wall.

      “Jasmine?”

      I sucked in a breath, settling down in my chair and brought my hand to my lips. “Piero,” I answered my bodyguard.

      He came forward, his gun in his hand. Piero’s eyes narrowed as he took in Emiliano. He returned his attention to me. “Armando reported a scream.”

      “Um, it was the movie. Very suspenseful.”

      My bodyguard’s nostrils flared as he nodded. “It’s late—or early. I should see you safely to your room. The house is full of guests.”

      Standing, I straightened my robe and allowed the blanket to fall to the floor. “That’s probably a good idea.” I turned to Em. “Good night.”

      He stood and reached for my hand, a brazen move in front of my armed bodyguard. “Good night, Jasmine. Thank you.”

      “For?”

      He winked. “Just thank you.”

      More warmth climbed from my chest to my cheeks. “Thank you.” I took one last look over my shoulder at the man with whom I’d shared my first kiss before walking away with Piero.

      My bodyguard stopped. “Mr. Ruiz, I’ll come back and turn off the movie. Feel free to make your way to your room.”

      Em nodded. “It’s late—or early.”

      As Piero and I walked up the staircase, I whispered, “Could we please keep this between us?”

      His jaw clenched.

      “We don’t want to cause problems between the famiglia and the cartel,” I reasoned.

      “That’s good advice. We should both listen.”

      I would listen, but it would be impossible for me to forget that kiss. I could still feel his lips and his touch as I turned off the lights and slid under the covers.
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