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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear readers,

      Italian’s Captive Beauty was originally published in 2019 as Burning Beauty, Fire & Vice book 8. I gave the entire series an update including new covers, new titles, new series title, and an updated proofread. The material remains the same.

      This series is dark romance with strong alpha anti-heroes with jealous possessive tendencies. The women are strong and feisty, not easily wooed by these bad men (hence the captive romance part!).

      Thank you for choosing Italian’s Captive Beauty. I hope you enjoy!

      XOXO,

      Nikita

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      "Kill me!" Marc screamed. "Go ahead and stab me, you stupid little bitch."

      Maria lurched back, away from her attacker. She wanted to sink to the floor and curl up in a ball but was terrified if she did, he'd hit her again with the fry pan he'd grabbed from the sink moments earlier. She blinked, trying to clear her vision. She hoped there wasn't any permanent damage. He hit her two times with the pan, or maybe it was three. She didn't know.

      What she did know is that she was bleeding profusely from the head and she felt dizzy and nauseous. When she looked down to where he dropped the pan there were dents in it that weren't there before. He did that. He dented it on her head.

      After the second or third blow she'd reached desperately out, hoping to find something she could use to defend herself. Her fingers had closed around the handle of a kitchen knife. A fillet knife. It was sharp and deadly. She knew, because Marc loved to cook and kept the knives in perfect condition.

      "You think you're so fucking tough, go ahead and slice me up bitch."

      Marc paced back and forth in front of her, gesticulating angrily and yelling at her. Maria's ears were ringing, she could barely understand what he was saying.

      Earlier in the evening they'd gone to a family function together, a quinceañera. It had been Marc's niece's 15th birthday. As his fiancé, Maria had a hand in preparing for the celebration. She'd been proud and grateful to be included in Carmen's big day. The celebration had gone without a hitch, they'd been having a wonderful time, singing and dancing, showering the birthday girl with gifts. Then some of Marc's friends showed up with more gifts. Marc and his buddies started drinking, things got ugly. Embarrassed, Maria insisted on leaving early and Marc left with her.

      He yelled at her the whole drive home and once they arrived, his verbal anger spilled into physical and he began hitting her. It wasn't the first time, but it was the worst by a long shot. Usually, he slapped her a little or pushed her into a wall when he was angry. Maria wasn't the type to back down, she would yell back, get in his face. The fights always escalated.

      Maybe she should have seen this coming. But then, why would she? She was marrying one of the most eligible bachelors in their tight-knit community. He had money and reputation. She was one of the lucky ones. To go from dirt poor, just barely scraping by, to becoming Marc's adored fiancé. Life should be good. She told herself they were a passionate couple, excused his behaviour and hers.

      Now she was facing the man she was supposed to marry in just a few months, a knife in her hand and blood streaming from a head wound.

      "Marc, stop!" she begged him, but he kept advancing, screaming at her to go ahead and stab him. "Don't come any closer, please Marc!"

      He lunged toward her, and she held the blade up to her chest, the handle pressed tight against her sternum, the point straight out. She closed her eyes and turned her head to the side, expecting to feel his fist meet the side of her face.

      She felt the knife jolt and then nothing. No more yelling, no more movement.

      She opened her eyes and turned her head. The first thing she saw was his chest, filling her vision. Then she saw that the tip of the knife had disappeared into his shirt, just over his heart. There was no blood though. Had the knife actually gone into his flesh?

      Maria looked up into his eyes. He was looking at her strangely, as though the knife at his chest was suddenly sobering him up. He reached out, his arm swinging toward her. She flinched, but he only curved a hand around her head.

      "Maria," he said, his voice sounding distant and weak. She didn't know if it was because her head was swimming from the blows or if there was something wrong with him.

      Then he started to fall. Marc wasn't a huge man, but definitely bigger than Maria. She let go of the knife and tried to catch him. The knife clattered to the floor beside them and Maria clung to Marc, trying to hold him up. But he was too heavy for her, so she helped him to the floor in a controlled fall. She leaned over him, her long dark hair brushing his white shirt and his now pale face. He was blinking rapidly and trying to focus on her.

      Again, he cupped her head, pulling her down toward his face.

      "I'm sorry, Maria, shouldn't have hit you." His words were low and slurred, but she understood.

      "It's okay, Marc, don't worry about it." Tears streamed down her cheeks. "Just tell me what's wrong. Can you do that, baby?"

      "Can-can't breathe."

      She gripped the front of his shirt and yanked on it, trying to tear it open so she could see the wound, but the fabric wouldn't rip. She yanked his bowtie, pulling it away from his throat and then undid several of the buttons so she could shove his shirt to the side. What she saw made her blink and run a hand over his chest, there was the tiniest of cuts with only a paper-thin line of blood. Hardly anything. There had to be a bigger wound somewhere, but as she searched him, she realized it was the tiny cut causing him such pain.

      By now Marc's face was nearly white, twisted in pain and he was struggling to breathe.

      "Marc, I don't understand what's wrong," Maria said, clutching him desperately. "Talk to me, tell me how to help!"

      "Love you, Maria." She had to lean close to catch the words as they left his mouth. Seconds later his last breath followed, caressing her cheek as he blinked his eyes closed for the last time.

      Marc Carrero died in Maria's arms, lying on their kitchen floor, only the tiniest of cuts having pierced his heart and killing him.
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        * * *

      

      "Not guilty."

      Maria slumped in her seat as her verdict was read out loud, relief razing through her like acid burning in her veins. She didn't know if she deserved to find relief in her situation or if she deserved to rot in hell for what she'd done. She took a life. She committed the ultimate crime. Did it matter that she hadn't meant to hurt anyone, that Marc's death had been a terrible accident?

      She twisted in her seat, peeking at the row of people sitting behind and across from her, taking up a good portion of the seating in the courtroom. Marc's family. She could tell by the venomous expressions and angry whispers that they weren't happy with the verdict. They wanted justice. They wanted her head on a platter.

      "Of course, you were always going to be found not guilty. This entire trial was a farce, attempting to give the victim's family some semblance of justice." It took Maria a moment to realize that her attorney was speaking.

      He was an intelligent man, more than capable of handling Maria's case. It had taken every penny of her mother's inheritance to both her and her brother to pay for his services, but it had been worth it. The man had more than done his job, ensuring that Maria wouldn't see a single day behind bars. Of course, she'd had to pay bail, but he said she would get that money back. Which was a good thing since she had to pay back her aunt, who had lent it to her.

      Maria nodded absently, her eyes still on Marc's family. Marc's mother was weeping loudly while Marc's brother was trying to calm her. The father was staring into nothing, his expression blank. Maria shivered. "Thank you for everything you've done."

      "No need to thank me, I was doing my job."

      "Still, I appreciate it."

      He studied her intently, taking in her pale features and the clothes that hung far more loosely on her frame than they had five months ago when she first engaged his services. "What will you do now?" he asked gently.

      Maria shrugged and looked away from Marc's family, feeling uneasy. They were considered pillars of the community and could make life very uncomfortable for her. She focused on her lawyer instead, thinking over his words. What now? Being charged with murder and the subsequent trial had held her entire focus for half a year. Now that she was essentially free, she wasn't sure what she was going to do, or even what she could afford to do. She’d spent every penny on the trial, so she was essentially destitute. But that seemed the least of her worries; she was pretty sure Marc’s family would try to make her life a living hell. "Ruiz wants to travel to the US, maybe even move there. I thought about going with him."

      "Legally?" her lawyer asked sharply, frowning.

      Maria smiled wanly and nodded her head. "Yes, legally. I don't want to cross the border any other way."

      He seemed to relax at her assurance, and placed a hand on her shoulder, squeezing. "Well, good luck to you both, if that's where your journey takes you." His dark eyes held hers, and she had a moment to appreciate his exhaustion, how much of himself that he poured into the trial to ensure a not guilty verdict. "Just remember, Maria. You’re young, you have your whole life ahead of you. This tragedy doesn’t need to define you. Go and do something incredible with your life."

      She absorbed his words, taking them deep inside and mentally hugging them. He was right. She was only twenty years old. She could do anything she wanted. Marc's death wasn't the end of her life.

      "Thank you," she said again, sincerely.

      They both stood, shook hands and parted ways. Maria turned and walked into the warm embrace of her brother Ruiz, for once appreciating the bone crushing hug he was treating her to. He kissed the side of her head and then held her away from him.

      "You won," he said happily.

      She shook her head and glanced sideways at Marc's people. "There are no winners here."

      Ruiz nodded wisely and said, "But you can get on with your life, and that's what's important. Come on, let's get out of here."

      They left the courtroom and made their way outside. It wasn't until they reached the steps of the courthouse that Maria finally ran into Marc's parents face to face, after months of accusations and slander. She froze, didn't know what to do. She understood their hate. Sometimes she hated herself too.

      "That was not justice," Inez shouted, her voice so loud and wobbly that it was almost incoherent. "That was a joke!" She pointed her finger at Maria and screamed, "You killed my son and you get to walk around like a proud little bitch. Like you didn't ruin all of our lives."

      "Señora Carrero...," Maria whispered shakily, holding a hand on her brother's arm to stop him from defending her. She'd been friends with the older woman before Marc's death. Maria had been the daughter Inez had always wanted.

      Maria wasn't able to stop the attack when it came, since there was no one standing between her and Marc's mother. The slap rocked her so hard she was flung back into Ruiz, who was knocked off balance. He had to let Maria go and grab for a railing to stop himself from falling, which left Maria open to another attack. Inez's fist collided with the side of her face and she was flung onto the stone steps of the courthouse.

      Maria's ears rang and she tasted blood from where her lip was split open. She tried to curl into a ball but that didn't stop a boot from striking her in the ribs and stealing her breath. From a distance she heard some kind of commotion and thought perhaps it was the courthouse authorities rushing down the steps. Before they could arrive, the face of Paulo Carrero, Marc's father's, filled Maria's vision and he spoke to her for the first time since the night Marc died.

      "You will die, you little whore, and you'll do it by my hand. I promise you this."

      He straightened, took his wife's arm and rushed her down the steps before she could be arrested for assault. Maria flinched when someone grabbed her and then let out a sob when she realized it was her brother. He hugged her against his chest and rocked her as she cried.

      "I'll keep you safe, hermana. Don't you worry about anything."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          Five years later

        

      

    

    
      "What is this?" Nic asked coldly, not bothering to pick up the file his man placed on the desk in front of him. Luke would fill him in with the essentials.

      "You were right," Luke told him. "Franco Delgado is planning to set you up in Las Vegas when you attend the meet."

      His second stood stiffly, his hands behind his back, his gaze straight ahead. Though they’d become friendly over the years, they were far from friends. Nic didn’t have friends, he had employees and business associates. Luke was the former. Once a person stopped being useful to Nic, they stopped. Period.

      Nic slowly nodded and waved a hand lazily toward the file. "I assume this contains information on the set-up, yeah?"

      Luke inclined his head.

      "Explain it to me," Nic invited, waving his second toward a chair.

      Luke settled his bulky, muscular frame into one of the plush guest chairs in Nic’s opulent office.

      Nic could see why Cassandra liked the younger man so much. He was good-looking, loyal and far easier to be around than the foreboding Italian boss. He searched the blackness of his heart for a spark of response for his wife’s preference toward another man. Nothing. He couldn’t bring himself to care what the two got up to, so long as it didn’t interfere with either Nic’s reputation or Luke’s work.

      "Tell me," Nic drawled, leaning back in his leather chair and reaching for a cigar, one of the few indulgences he allowed himself. "What does Franco Delgado have planned for me?"

      Luke cleared his throat and shifted in an attempt to get more comfortable. Nic knew it was him and not the chair that was making his subordinate squirm. Nic was a cold man. He had little desire to be known or liked by anyone as more than their boss or executioner. Anyone that claimed him as more wanted something from him.

      "According to our Vegas source, Franco plans on using a honey trap to lure you into giving up key assets," Luke said gruffly, shifting again, placing an ankle over his knee.

      Nic frowned and tapped his index finger against the file. He wore a heavy, gold masculine ring on that finger. It was large, but not large enough to cover the scrawling tattoo under it. It read nell’oscurita or "into the dark."

      When he spoke, the impatience was clear, giving his accent a sharper edge. "And he thinks, what... that I will fall in love with his honey and willingly spill all my secrets?" He snorted and flipped the file open, his dark brown eyes glacial as they swept the text within. "He must know me better than this. I have never before succumbed to a vice; woman or otherwise. Why should I start now?"

      Nic tossed the first page aside and scanned the second page, his nostrils flaring. He was insulted, whoever conceived this trap was seriously lacking in intelligence. It had Franco’s signature all over it – the man was an idiot. Of that, there could be no doubt. This plan... it was ludicrous. How could anyone think a man of Niccolo DeLuca’s standing could be brought low by a woman? Utterly ridiculous.

      He would burn Delgado’s castle to the ground, with him in it, slit the honey bitch’s throat and take the competition for himself. It was exactly as Franco had feared he would do, which was why the little pussy was trying to play him. He flipped the page. His hand hovered and froze. A large photograph sat on the desk in front of him. A woman. For the first time in his life he couldn’t seem to move. And this from a simple picture.

      He was unable to tear his eyes from her face, to go through the rest of the documents. "Her name," he demanded.

      "Maria Sanchez."

      Maria.

      It would appear that Franco Delgado was not such an idiot after all. Somehow the raging fool knew exactly how to bring Nic to his knees. There was no question now of slitting this woman’s throat. He memorized every part of her that he could, every nuance from the photograph and instantly craved more. Her thick, dark eyebrows winged in mischief while her brown eyes snapped angry intelligence for the camera she somehow spotted over the curve of her shoulder. Her long, wavy black hair begged for his fist as it flowed down her back. Her body... fuck her body was a curvaceous work of art.

      He wanted her in his hands, beneath his body and under his control so bad he damn near shook with the need. A partial smile had him gritting his teeth. Both she and that fucker Delgado were handing him the means to put her firmly in his house. Exactly the way he wanted her. On her knees, begging for mercy. Because she was a bad girl, doing bad things, going up against a man like him. Under normal circumstances the thought wouldn’t so much as raise a brow. He would simply wave his hand and have the bitch dealt with. Now... he felt a mix of emotions; anger, curiosity, elation and lust. He intended to punish this woman, whoever she was, for however long this fascination lasted.

      Then she could go the way of everyone else that crossed him. But for now... he would explore this temporary anomaly. Because nothing had peaked his cold, dead heart, nor his interest in more years than he cared to count.

      It was everything Nic could do to bring his pulse back under control and make sure he wasn’t panting like a dog while his second-in-command watched from across the desk as he lusted after a woman in a photograph. He lifted dark, empty eyes and tapped the center of the picture over her chest, pinning her in place. "This woman is mine."

      Luke nodded sharply and rose from his seat. They needed no further conversation. Though Nic had never before claimed a woman beyond a night or two in an anonymous hotel room, Luke would ensure his plans for Maria Sanchez went smoothly. He knew better than to fuck with anything that Nic deemed important enough to lay claim to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Maria tapped her fingers on the counter while she tapped her toe against the floor. She had to stop herself from checking the lounge every five seconds for the man she was supposed to be meeting. God, she was nervous.

      Why was she so nervous? She had this. She was in perfect command of the situation. All she had to do was exactly what Franco told her to do, seduce the rich Italian, save her brother and get the fuck out of Las Vegas. Yeah, she had this.

      Maria picked up the shot glass in front of her and downed the tequila. She signalled for another and set the glass back down as the fiery liquid slid down her throat. When the bartender approached, reaching for the glass, she waved him closer.

      "Top shelf this time," she said coolly, then winked to take the edge off her words. "Liquid courage."

      The bartender grinned at her. He reached a little higher and grabbed a bottle of the good stuff, Casamigos. As she waited, she studied her fingers, made longer by the red paint on her nails so dark that it was nearly brown. Diamonds glittered enticingly on her hands, wrists and throat, and the dress she was wearing hugged her like she’d been born in it. If the bartender’s heated glances were any indication, she had succeeded in her efforts to be breathtaking and irresistible.

      He filled a new shot glass and set it in front of her. She picked it up and downed it in one smooth move, baring her long tan throat. She set the glass down and said, "Thanks, please charge it to the penthouse." Franco had added her name to some kind of register so she wouldn’t have to pay for anything in his hotel.

      "Hey, where you from?" the bartender asked as she walked away.

      She threw a wave and another wink over her shoulder. Who knows when and where a girl might need an ally? She made a point of making friends with the staff wherever she went. They were more like her than the rich folk that frequented these places.

      She was about to scan the room for a table where she could sit and collect herself, prepare for the upcoming meeting, when someone stepped in her path. She slammed into a very tall, very broad chest and bounced back. She might have fallen except he took hold of her arm at the elbow to steady her. Instead of removing his hand though, he slid it down her arm and encircled her wrist, tightening his grip. His touch against her skin was warm, electric and shocking.

      She jerked her wrist and tried to step back, but he continued to hold her as though he had every right. Her temper, a legendary and unshakable part of her personality, according to mama, began to surface. She wanted to shout at the rude man, but swallowed her annoyance and gave him a gritted, "Excuse me."

      Maria couldn't make a scene. She had strict instructions on how she was to behave, none of which included brawling in a high-end hotel bar.

      "No." The voice was deep and confident. Even with that single word she could tell he had an accent.

      "No?" she repeated in surprise and arched a brow. She tilted her head back, way back, to look up at her captor.

      "No, you are not excused," he said, a glint of feral amusement lighting his amber eyes.

      Maria couldn't speak for a moment. She was caught in the snare of his gaze, held fast by what she read there. Or maybe it was what she didn't read.

      Maria was good at understanding people, at watching their expressions, their movements and their tone. She almost always knew what they were thinking. It was a survival instinct she'd honed over years. She didn't know what this man was thinking and his eyes, bottomless, soulless, empty, gave her nothing.

      She knew exactly who he was. Her mark, Niccolo DeLuca. Italian mobster, titan, enemy to the man who held her brother’s life in his hands. The man she was in no way, shape or form going to sleep with, no matter what Franco Delgado said to her. She'd find a different way to compromise the Italian, but she wasn't going to give up her body to the evil she sensed stirring deep within this man.

      "Let go of my hand," she said in a low voice so no one else could hear. Delgado had spies everywhere. He'd hammered the importance of this meeting, of her job, into her skull until she wanted to scream. It would only make sense that he would have her watched, make sure she didn't screw up his precious operation.

      Which was exactly what she was doing. Instead of flirting with her mark she was demanding that he release her hand and seconds away from letting her temper fly. But honestly, who walked up to a complete stranger and grabbed them like they owned them? A mobster she supposed, but Maria wasn't about to let anyone pull that kind of bullshit with her. She didn't grow up fending off her hometown boys only to fall into the hands of the first man who grabbed her inappropriately.

      "We're going somewhere to talk," he said imperiously.

      She stared at him. Was he for real? That was supposed to be her line, only said with a sexy drawl and followed up by drugging his drink and making him think they'd fucked when in reality she'd only crawled all over him for the sake of the surveillance cameras. He was making it too easy. Why was he making her job easy, she wondered suspiciously?

      She wasn't about to wander off with a man who was going off script and not showing any signs of succumbing to her overt brand of sexuality. "I don't think so," she said, tugging her arm and looking around. If Delgado did have thugs in the bar, now would be a nice time for them to step in. Of course, their job wasn't to rescue her, so she might actually be on her own.

      "I do think so," he drawled, taking a firmer hold of her arm and pulling her into the circle of his chest, where he turned in one smooth move and headed for the exit.

      "No, I'm good actually." She tried to twist away from him. "I was just about to meet someone..."

      "Me," he supplied, striding toward the elevator. She had to run to keep up with him, her four-inch silver strappy stilettos tripping her up. He slid an arm around her waist, holding her tight against his side, stopping her from either falling or escaping.

      He hit the button on the elevator while she looked around the area, still hoping for help. She finally saw someone she recognized, Ronson, Delgado's number one thug. She tried lifting a hand to signal him, tell him she was in trouble. He shook his head and melted back into the shadows. Damn it. She never liked that guy. He was a cold-blooded bully that never warmed up to her. He'd been the one to pick her and Ruiz up when they first arrived in Vegas, looking for work and the man they were supposed to meet, Franco Delgado.

      The elevator doors closed on her last hope of escape. Fear flooded her, warming her from the inside out and staining her cheeks with a blush. Then the anger kicked in, like it always did when she was afraid. She jerked her arm and finally managed to pull it away from her captor, but she stumbled back in the process, tottering in her heels. She reached out and put a hand on the glass panel interior of the elevator to stop herself from falling.

      "What the fuck, man, hands off the merchandise," she snapped, straightening and smoothing her hands down the white dress that had been carefully selected for her to wear that evening. A classic spaghetti strap with a Marilyn Monroe skirt, innocent, but deceptively sexy. Exactly the way Franco Delgado wanted her. Exactly the way he hoped Niccolo DeLuca would want her.

      "Merchandise," Nic snorted with humour, then stopped, almost as if realizing he was finding humour in what she said and surprised at his reaction.

      "It's a figure of speech," she said acidly. "As in, no touching without permission."

      "I see." His eyes flickered down her body and then raised to meet hers. She detected a fractional warming in that cold gaze. Fuck, did that mean he was actually interested? She couldn't really tell, the man's impenetrable face could give a wall made of ice a run for its money.

      The whole package that made Niccolo DeLuca was completely terrifying and off-putting. He was so tall she had to crane her neck up to properly see his face. His body was leanly muscled, from what she could tell through his beautifully cut Italian suit. Or she assumed it was Italian, since he was. His hair was so dark it was almost black, but a few shades lighter than hers. It curled against his collar, as though he needed a haircut. The length gave the perfection surrounding the man an almost human quality. His skin was the same, tanned, but not as dark as Maria’s. His thick eyebrows were lowered over piercing brown eyes in what she suspected was a perpetual frown. She could see tattoos on his hands and on his neck, just over the top of his collar, giving his already terrifying visage even more of an edge. The man projected ruthless strength, impatience, and the kind of privilege only people born to money could seem to rock.

      "I'll be getting off now." She reached for the buttons, prepared to push any or all of them if it got her out of the Italian's presence. His deadly aura was creeping her out.

      He took hold of her fingers in a swift move that had her gasping. His grip was tight enough to hold her but not hurt her. She tugged uselessly against him, but he wouldn't let her go.

      "No, Maria," he said quietly, the aura of death intensifying. "We have some things to discuss."

      Her heart pounded a frantic beat when he said her name, revealing he knew exactly who she was. Then she rolled her eyes at herself. Of course he knew who she was. He walked right up to her in the bar, grabbed her and was now dragging her off to god knows where.

      "I... I'm good," she said with a forced smile. "Really, nothing to discuss. You're not really my type."

      He snorted. "Consider your words, woman," he said darkly. "You will only compound your crimes by insulting me to my face."

      Oh oh, Maria was in deep shit with this guy. She never 'considered her words'. Her mama had constantly accused her of having a runaway tongue in desperate need of taming. Or cutting out. But mama only said that when she was extra frustrated with Maria's constant lip. Maybe this was Franco's plan all along, take video footage of the Italian killing Maria due to her saying something she shouldn't to a badass mobster and then blackmailing him with it.

      "Okay," she said softly, trying to think her way out of this situation. "If you know who I am, then you know I'm not really part of this. An innocent bystander really." Okay, she was pushing the truth with her role in all this, but if it got her out of being murdered then awesome.

      Those amber eyes pinned her to the spot more effectively than his hand. "I don't care how small your part is, Maria. The fact that you are the bait in a trap meant to embarrass and extort me seals your fate."

      "Extort?" she repeated weakly. Oh shit, this was bad. She had no idea what the particulars of this plot were, only her role in it.

      "Yes," he said grimly, facing forward again as the elevator came to a halt on the executive floor where the fancy suites were.

      "I can explain," she said breathlessly when he hauled her off the elevator and pulled her down the hall toward the end suite.

      He unlocked the door to his room and pushed it open. Shoving her inside, he said, "You'll have all night to explain to me, Maria. You aren't going anywhere."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Maria looked around for an escape, but she knew better. There was only one way in and out of these rooms and she'd have to go through the tall, angry Italian to get out. He made a point of standing between her and the door.

      But despite her desperate situation, she couldn't help but be drawn to the massive floor to ceiling glass windows facing out onto the Vegas strip. She'd been in Franco's penthouse suite but hadn't taken time to appreciate the view as Franco had thoroughly creeped her the fuck out while she was there.

      She stood gazing down at the gorgeous brightly lit strip, her eyes caressing each and every little thing they landed on. This was the Vegas she'd longed to see, the reason she agreed to come here with her brother when he said he had a contact.

      When she and Ruiz left Mexico, they had no money and nowhere to go. After her trial they tried to stay in Guadalajara, pick up the pieces of Maria’s life and move on. But the Carrero family had thrown a huge wrench into that plan. They blocked her every move, stopping her from getting a job, an apartment, and alienating her from former friends, ensuring she had to leave the city she grew up in. During the ensuing years, Maria and Ruiz moved from town to town, trying to start over, but everywhere they went, every time Maria turned around, the Carrero family was right behind them, harassing them, driving them further and further into destitution. Finally, they decided to cross the border, come to America.

      It had been her fault that they had to flee Mexico with only the clothes on their backs and a few dollars in their pockets, so she felt she owed it to Ruiz to try to make a little money before they settled on their next step. The modern beauty of Las Vegas was her idea of the United States. Glittery, rich, fast-paced. She wanted it all, but she'd gotten exactly one day before her world imploded.

      "You were going to explain your part in Delgado's trap?" Nic's deep voice demanded her attention, interrupting the enchanting stillness of her first real view of Las Vegas. She turned and dropped her purse on a nearby table.

      Nic watched her with unwavering intensity. "Drink?" he asked, rounding the bar.

      She nodded. "Tequila."

      His eyes flicked to her face in surprise. "Nasty stuff."

      She laughed, despite her situation. "Maybe, but it's better than anything else right now."

      He poured two drinks and walked toward her holding one out. She reached for it automatically, frowning when she realized it was wine. She sniffed at it. It didn't smell as bad as other wines she'd tried. She took an experimental sip and then spat it back into the glass.

      "No, I'm sorry, that's disgusting. It's gone bad." She set her glass down on the table with a thunk and stepped back as though it would attack her and force itself down her throat. It wasn't the wine she feared though, but the man watching her intently.

      "You don't like wine?" he asked, and when she confirmed that she did not, he continued. "You've clearly not tried the right wines then. You'll need to start with a decent Italian Lambrusco, milder than this, get used to the flavour before moving to the full-bodied wines." Then he shook his head and frowned. She'd bet money he hadn't meant to be so open with her. Odd, the man looked in complete control of himself, like every word, every action was preordained.

      "Uh huh," she said, her tone non-committal. She had no intention of ever getting used to wine or taking this man's advice on how to become a wine connoisseur. "Anyway, back to your reason for kidnapping me."

      He frowned darkly before smoothing his expression, once more looking somewhat bewildered by his reaction. She was unbalancing him. That had to be good, right? She could use it against him. Then he took a threatening step toward her and she decided messing with his emotions wasn't going to be an option. Too scary. The man looked like he etched a body count into his bedpost instead of female conquests.

      "How about I give you five minutes to explain your part in Delgado's plan, and if I'm satisfied with your answer, you may live beyond this night. Sound good, hmm?" he asked with a raised brow.

      No, that did not sound good, but it also didn't sound like she had much of an option. She narrowed her eyes and studied him. She knew for a fact that Franco Delgado was dangerous. Not just dangerous, but stupid too, from what she'd seen of his operations so far. He was like a grown-up child with too much money and power, assuming he was untouchable, sitting in his glitzy hotel.

      Meanwhile, this towering, darkly handsome and terrifying Italian hadn't yet done anything to her beyond forcing her into his hotel room and pouring a drink for her. Maybe she should lie and take her chances, side with Delgado since she knew for a fact the man had a hold on her. He had her brother in an undisclosed location and wouldn't release him unless Maria agreed to work for him.

      "Four minutes," Nic said calmly.

      She swallowed. His calm unnerved her. It was like he was biding his time before he pounced and couldn't be bothered one way or the other whether or not he killed her. Nope, lying to this man seemed like a really terrible idea.

      "Okay, I'll talk," she said quietly, her eyes darting around the room. She figured there was a camera in there somewhere to record the unfolding of Franco’s nefarious plan. Would it pick up sound too? She smoothed her skirt underneath her as she sat on a chair and crossed her legs. His eyes followed the movement, as she'd hoped. If she had one thing working for her during this whole tense situation, it was her body. She'd been blessed with some truly awesome Latina curves, a natural hourglass that drew the attention of men and women alike. Though sometimes she thought there was a little too much sand in the glass, she still loved what she saw in the mirror.

      Niccolo DeLuca sat opposite her, leaning forward to rest his arms on his legs. He watched her with such intensity that she had trouble remembering what she was going to say at first.

      "I came here from Mexico," she started lamely.

      "Your accent gives you away," he replied drily. "When did you come up?"

      "About three weeks ago."

      Again, she saw a flash of surprise before it was quickly shielded.

      "How did you get on Delgado's radar so quickly?"

      She shrugged and set her purse on the table beside her before folding her hands delicately on her lap. Again, his eyes followed every graceful move she deliberately made.

      "My brother, Ruiz, and I were set up, I think. Franco was supposed to be our contact here. Was supposed to set us up with jobs and a place to live, but almost right away he separated us. I only saw my brother twice after that, and it’s been weeks now. I think... I think Franco planned this as soon as he knew we were coming. He wanted us under his control."

      Nic snorted his disbelief. "You came here, without money, not knowing who you were meeting. This sounds like bullshit to me."

      "We’re illegals, leaving a bad situation in Mexico," Maria defended herself. "What were we supposed to do? Wait around for a better opportunity to present itself?”

      "What happened after Franco scooped you up?"

      Maria sighed and fidgeted in her chair. Why couldn't life be just a little easier? Wasn't she due for some good luck yet? "At first he was reassuring. He told me he was putting my brother to work and that he'd keep me safe at some motel while Ruiz worked. But I became suspicious when Ruiz didn't come back and questioned Franco. That's when he started to show his true colours, told me I had to do some work for him if I ever wanted to see my brother again."

      "And what did you agree to do for him?" he drawled, no sympathy in his voice for her plight. He reached to the table next to him and pulled a slim cigar from a package. She wrinkled her nose a little as he lit up and wondered if he was above the hotel no-smoking rule. Maybe rich people didn't have to follow that rule.

      "He wanted nothing more from me than to seduce you," she told him bluntly. There was no point in holding back now, the Italian already knew.

      "And you didn't object?" he asked darkly.

      "Yes, of course I did," she whispered. "He said if I didn't do what he wanted, he was going to have my brother killed and give me to his men to have fun with, work off my debt that way. And when I was all used up, he would ship me back home."

      He watched her, his sharp eyes taking in her every reaction. "Tell me about Mexico."

      She'd really hoped he wouldn't ask about Mexico. She squirmed for a minute debating what to tell him. She couldn't tell him the whole truth. If she did, he might use it against her like Franco was doing.

      She decided to give him a version of her story that might ring true. "My mama died a few years back, and she was the main protection between me and the local boys, some of them cartel. As soon as she passed, they started pressing my brother to join and pushing me for...." Her voice trailed off. She looked up to see if he understood, but his expression was inscrutable. She continued, "I finally accepted one of the more legit guys, dating him and stuff."

      "For protection," Nic said grimly.

      "Yes," she said simply, though there had been so much more to her relationship with Marc than just protection. "It ended badly, and I had to leave home, get out of Mexico. My brother and his buddy got us across the border and gave us enough cash so we could find our way to Vegas where we were instructed to contact Franco." What she didn’t tell him was all that happened five years ago, that much had transpired since then. He didn’t need to know everything.

      She desperately hoped he didn't press her for more information on Mexico. His sharp eyes cut into her and she suspected he knew there was more to the story. He didn't press the issue though.

      He nodded, his grim face growing even grimmer. "Did Delgado fuck you?"

      At first, she was shocked by the question. But then, maybe she shouldn't be. These high rolling mafia guys weren't much different from the cartel boys back home. Blunt, demanding bullies.

      "No," she said icily. "He wanted to save me for someone else. He told me that when he fucked me, he would ruin me for anyone else." She had no choice but to roll her eyes at this point. It sounded even stupider now, saying it to this carefully controlled man, than it did at the time when Franco had said it. She knew the hotel owner wanted her but hadn't the balls to close the deal.

      Nic smirked darkly, probably aware of Franco's flamboyant arrogance. "So, you agreed to seduce me. For what? Money, freedom, papers?"

      "Yes," she whispered. "But mostly to save my brother."

      "And what did Delgado think would happen when you met me?" He flicked his cigar ashes into an ashtray and took another draw. The scent wasn't as bad as she thought it would be. It had a rich, spicy aroma. Both exotic, but also familiar. It made her think of home.

      She shifted uncomfortably in her seat and shrugged. "He just wanted me to seduce you, nothing more."

      Nic's icy facade finally cracked as he let out a bark of laughter that held no warmth to it. "I am not seducible." He said the words with distaste.

      "Then what are we doing here?" she asked, offended, then bit her tongue to stop herself from saying anything else. Why was she baiting such a dangerous man?

      His dark eyes flicked over her, from the tips of her toes to the top of her head. "While I may not be seducible, you are still very fuckable."

      She flinched at his blunt assessment. "What does that mean?"

      "It means," he drawled, taking a sip of his wine. "That I'm willing to play Delgado's game. For a while."

      "I don't understand." But she did understand. She'd have to be stupid not to get his implication.

      He stood and took the few steps separating their chairs, towering over her as he looked down. "I assume Delgado is going to use you against me? Get you to seduce me in his hotel, under his surveillance, then use the footage as blackmail."

      She squirmed in her seat and finally shrugged. She didn't really know the plan, but if she had to guess she would say that Nic nailed it.

      His shrewd eyes delved into hers as she looked up at him defiantly. "Will it work?" she asked. "Can you be blackmailed?"

      He chuckled, the deep mirthful sound sending a shiver down her spine. He picked up her hand where it was resting on her knee and took a step back, pulling her to her feet. She wasn't very tall to begin with at 5’7”, of which four of those inches belonged to the heels on her feet. Next to him, she was tiny. He would be a foot taller than her if she wasn't wearing shoes. She had to tilt her head to look up at him.

      "What are you asking me?" he demanded, his Italian accent growing thicker.

      She swallowed and tried to take a step back, but his grip tightened, holding her in place. "I'm asking how a recording of us could be used as blackmail against you."

      "Is it your job to ask questions?" he asked sharply. "Or is it your job to fuck me?"

      Her outraged gasp was swallowed in a hard kiss as he swooped down, capturing her lips with his. She was shocked and automatically tried to move back, but he wrapped one arm around her waist while his other hand tangled in her hair, holding her head still and cutting off an escape. She didn't know what to do with her hands, whether to try and shove him or to let them dangle uselessly at her sides. Finally, she lifted them, balled her hands into fists and pressed them against his shoulders, giving an experimental shove that did absolutely nothing.

      His lips were hard on hers, smashing them against her teeth and hurting her until she gave him what he was clearly seeking, access to her mouth. When she finally opened to him, he surprised her by pulling back a few inches.

      "Bite me and I will snap your scrawny little neck and find another way to fuck with Delgado's plan."

      Anger rushed through her. "My neck is not scr—" He cut her off with another devastating kiss that she couldn't escape from. This time he forced entry into her mouth, shoving his tongue past her teeth and sweeping her mouth like some kind of marauder.

      She thought about biting him but decided against it. He didn't seem like the type to lie about his intentions. If he said he was going to snap her neck, she believed he would. Though she really wanted to argue with him about the scrawny part. While her neck might not be classically long and slim, it was a nice shape with a cute little hollow at the bottom.

      The kiss went on and on. Her thoughts scattered in every direction, never really settling on anything in particular. At first, she just wanted the kiss over with and tried to distract her mind. She wondered if his breath tasted more like spearmint or peppermint and if there was an actual difference between the two tastes. She thought about her mama, and how disappointed she would be to see her daughter now. She wondered if her lips would bleed from the force he was using. She wondered if she was going to die tonight.

      Then the kiss shifted into something else entirely. The arm wrapped around her waist, anchoring her in place, and his other hand slid up her back, the broad palm caressing her. His fingers tangled in the ends of her hair, tugging a little on her scalp. His other hand wrapped around the back of her neck, holding her in place, but also sending a thrill down her spine.

      His lips softened as they moved on hers, his tongue taking the time to explore and seduce. A melting sensation started low in her belly and started to spiral outward, stealing everything in its path; her breath, her beating heart, her sanity.

      When he finally broke the kiss and looked at her with those piercing amber eyes she realized she was fucked. The most dangerous man she'd ever met was fully capable of melting the ice she'd carefully constructed around herself these past five years.
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      The moment he released her, Maria pushed herself back, stumbling as her heel caught in the carpet. He watched dispassionately as she righted herself. Her heart was pounding at the confusing mixture of fear and desire warring within her. She wanted to grab her purse and run from the room. She didn't think she would get very far, but she had to try.

      She edged around the back of her chair, reaching down to snatch up her purse. "This was a mistake," she said, her voice husky with a hint of a quiver to it. "I need to go."

      As she reached the door and lifted her hand to the latch, his voice stopped her. "You think that's a good idea?"

      She glanced over her shoulder and let out a bitter laugh. "None of this was a good idea, Mr. DeLuca. Not my being in America, Las Vegas, this casino or your room."

      Her hand hovered against the door, every fibre of her being screaming at her to run away and not look back. But something held her. His next words echoed her hesitation.

      "What happens if you leave here without doing your job?"

      Her job. As in, seduce and set up Niccolo DeLuca for blackmail. She sighed and turned around, her back still against the door. She knew what would happen. She wasn't naive or stupid, and Franco had been explicit in his details. Still, Nic had to remind her.

      "Let me tell you what happens if you leave," he said, walking slowly toward her, like a shark circling its next meal. "Your brother dies because he is no longer any use as a bargaining chip and Delgado will need to show you that he is not to be fucked with. Once your brother is dead, you are more likely to fall in line."

      He stopped right in front of her. The hard wood of the door pressed against her length as she pushed back against it. His gaze, his very presence was hypnotic in a dark, disturbing way. He picked up her hand and drew her back into the room. She went with him because he was right, she didn't have a choice. They stood together in the middle, him looking down at her while she stared back, heart hammering, palms sweating and the desperate need to run still strong within her.

      "What do you think he'll do to you if you fail to seduce me?" His tone of voice suggested he didn't really care about her answer. Perhaps because he already knew.

      She licked her lips, her eyes darting away from him. She shrugged.

      "He'll have you raped and beaten until your pretty face has been destroyed, then put you to work on jobs where you'll have far less opportunity to embarrass him."

      She shuddered and swallowed hard, a lump lodged firmly in her throat. He was right. Franco himself had spent the week telling her what he'd love to do with her once he got his hands on her. She wasn't sure why he was waiting until after the DeLuca job before he took her for himself. Maybe he thought Nic would know if she'd been touched. Which was stupid, at twenty-six she was no virgin. Personally, she didn't think Franco was capable of handling a woman like her. She'd bite his dick off if he put it anywhere near her.

      "You're in a no-win situation, Maria. What are you going to do?"

      Her eyes flashed to him as her temper ignited. "Don't pretend like you care!" she snapped, hands on her hips. "From what I've heard, you're an even bigger criminal than Franco. You got this all figured out, why don't you tell me what the plan is."

      He chuckled, but the sound didn't hold any humour. It was dry and dark, like he was amused, but in a way that suggested he'd find her dead body just as amusing. "Yes, let's not play games. We both know that from the moment you stepped foot in my room you stopped having any choice."

      She snorted. "From the moment I entered this city."

      He nodded his agreement. Then his eyes sharpened. "Take your clothes off, show me what's worth being set up for."

      She gasped and crossed her arms over her chest. "Fuck you."

      "Now, now, little hellion. You prefer my wrath or Delgado's?"

      She wanted to scream her frustration and storm from the room but knew that neither were options. The man before her was as much a killer as Franco, and she needed to salvage the situation as if her life depended on it, because it did. Her life and that of her brother’s. This sinister man, a killer, was not someone to trifle with. She'd spent enough time around cartel to know when she was faced with a man that didn't play games. The fact that this one knew about Franco Delgado's plan and was still playing along told her something very important. He was playing an angle of his own and she was going to be the pawn.

      She glared at Nic and tossed her purse aside. She reached behind herself, tugging on the zipper that held her flimsy dress together. It slid easily down her back. She dragged the straps down her shoulders and let the dress pool at her hips for a moment before allowing it to slide to the floor.

      Maria was not a self-conscious woman. Not when she was wearing sweatpants and an old unwashed T-shirt and not when she was nude. She had no problem dragging the clothes from her body, including her bra and the scrap of material that barely qualified as panties. No, what she had a problem with was the way Nic was gazing at her. She was used to seeing lust, fire and want from the men who looked at her naked body. Instead she got nothing from this stone-faced Italian, except for a healthy dose of disdain.

      She stood proudly, her arms at her side, her long dark hair swirling down her back. Franco had insisted she go to the spa before she was to meet Niccolo DeLuca. She'd been plucked, waxed, massaged and oiled. She knew she looked her best, yet not a single flicker of interest passed over Nic's face. He may as well be inspecting his grocery cart for all the attention he was giving her. Not that she thought Nic did his own grocery shopping. Of course, he would hire someone to do that for him. And why was she thinking about that anyway? Maybe imagining Nic in a grocery store helped distract from her current predicament.

      "You're a beautiful woman," Nic observed, stepping closer and then circling her like the shark she'd previously likened him to.

      "So I've been told," she snapped scathingly.

      He stopped behind her and leaned until his breath fanned her bare shoulder, but he didn't touch her. "And you use your obvious sexuality to lure men?"

      She turned her head to the side to look at him and immediately regretted it when her lips nearly brushed his. She leaned away as she spoke. "I don't need to use my body to get what I want. I have a brain and I know how to use it."

      "Yet, here you stand before me, naked and ready to fulfill your side of Delgado's plan."

      "I have no choice!" she snapped.

      "We always have choices." His voice grew hard and icy, sending a shiver down her spine. So at odds with the heat his larger body was throwing onto hers, warming her back as they spoke.

      Lifting her chin, she turned and faced him, staring boldly up at the Italian mob boss. She feared for her life, but she didn't think her words or actions were going to make much of a difference to this evening's outcome. Niccolo DeLuca looked like the kind of man that had his life well in hand and would be a few dozen steps ahead of his adversaries.

      "I do not consider the life of my brother to be a trivial matter. When I say I have no choice except to be here, standing naked in your room, I mean it. I will do what it takes to keep him alive, even if it means fucking a monster."

      He raised a brow at her bold, antagonistic words. Maria sighed inwardly, hoping she wasn't making a colossal mistake in showing this man exactly who she was. She wasn't a shy woman and she wasn't one to hold her tongue while men made decisions for her. She was banking on Nic being the type of guy to appreciate honesty over flirtation and subterfuge.

      "A woman willing to martyr herself for the sake of family. How noble." His tone was not complimentary. "You will find I hold little value in such useless platitudes. Family is weakness."

      "I pity your family then. Pity your woman."

      "I haven't yet met a woman capable of holding my attention." His words were cold, but his tone of voice musing as his eyes flickered down her body.

      She wanted to cross her arms protectively, to step away from him, give herself space. This was the strangest seduction she'd ever been part of. Usually when her clothes came off it was seconds before her back hit the nearest bed and maybe a minute or two if she was lucky before the whole thing was over. She'd yet to meet the man capable of satisfying her. Come to think of it, no man had actually held her attention for long either, not even Marc who couldn't stay sober long enough to keep up with Maria's life ambitions. She had something in common with the Italian.

      She blew out a frustrated breath. "So what now? Are we going to fuck or do you want me to stand here and let you know when the air conditioning kicks in?"

      His lips quirked and for the first time since meeting him she saw a fractional softening. "I would bet money that attitude has gotten you in trouble before."

      "You have no idea."

      "You'll have to watch it when you're around me. I'm not used to accepting lip from anyone, let alone a young woman. Nor am I used to reigning in my temper. If my fist flies, I will do nothing to stop the devastation that follows. Only the strong and the intelligent survive in this world."

      His words held significant warning and
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