
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      GANGSTER’S EMPIRE

      Leeza & Havel

    

    




      
        NIKITA SLATER

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 Nikita Slater

      This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales or organizations is entirely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the author except in the case of brief quotation embodied in critical articles and reviews.

    

  


  
    
      To my editor, Brenda.

      You bring a dose of realism to my fantasy worlds while encouraging me to live in the clouds. I couldn’t do this without you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

    

    
      
        SNEAK PEEK: Saskia & Radik

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Nikita’s Newsletter!

      

      
        Bonus: Scarred Queen

      

      
        Bonus: Coyote

      

      
        Also by Nikita Slater

      

      
        Stay connected with Nikita!

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      This was the moment Leeza had been waiting for. She was going to tell her father she wanted to marry Havel Tsotsarov. She was nervous, but excited. There was no reason for Krystoff to deny her request. She was twenty years old, no longer a child, and Havel was a rising star within the Koba organization.

      Leeza was the first-born child of the powerful Koba crime family. She’d spent her life doing her duty. Learning the family business, keeping house with her mother, and going to boarding school for two years to add some polish to her presence.

      Now, she wanted what was due her after so many years of obedience and allegiance. She wanted her bodyguard.

      Havel had started off on the bottom of the largest organized crime organization in the Czech Republic, the Koba crime family, running with street crews until he was old enough and big enough to run his own crew. As part of his duties, he’d moved onto the estate when Leeza was ten.

      Havel was ten years older than Leeza, but the age difference didn’t matter to her. She’d always been more mature than her years. It was an unfortunate side effect of living in the mafia world her parents inhabited. She’d hob-knobbed with important members of the Bratva, with warlords, mercenaries, assassins, and any number of dangerous people.

      For the most part, Havel had ignored her existence, but once Leeza realized she wanted the big bodyguard with the shaved head and plethora of gang tattoos, nothing was going to stop her. Being told no simply wasn’t acceptable. A strong and independent mother had taught Leeza and her sister to use whatever methods necessary to get what they wanted.

      As she grew into herself, Leeza made her intentions clear to Havel. It took a few years, but eventually his focus landed on her and his roving eyes had vision for only one; Leeza Koba. They belonged together. She felt it in her soul, which was why her father couldn’t possibly deny her. Krystoff loved her and loved to indulge her requests. This one shouldn’t be any different than the Bentley she’d wanted for Christmas, or the vacation to Bali she’d gone on with a group of friends for her birthday.

      Though nerves had her pacing outside her father’s office, a mischievous smile curved her lips as she remembered Bali, or more specifically, Havel in Bali. The man was eastern European through and through. Watching him watch her as she went wild with her friends in the iconic Balinese nightclubs had been both hilarious and heart-warming.

      He’d watched her like a predator hawk watching its baby chick. His gaze hadn’t wavered and if she even thought of dancing near a male, her bodyguard would move with a swiftness surprising for such a large man, inserting himself between her and whoever dared come near her.

      Of course, Leeza only wanted Havel, so she would never in a million years entertain the idea of going home with another guy. Still, it was kind of fun to watch her bodyguard sweat it out while she wore the skimpiest dresses she could get away with, paired with six-inch heels that put her well over six feet, dancing with her friends until the sun came up.

      “Leeza, what are you doing?”

      Leeza turned to find her beautiful, elegant mother approaching. Dasha Koba turned her cheek to her daughter and waited until Leeza leaned forward and kissed her. In some ways, her family was brutally old-fashioned. Who cheek-kissed their parents anymore?

      “I’m waiting to talk to dad.” Leeza twisted her fingers together so her mother wouldn’t see them tremble. She might be confident that her father would allow her to marry Havel, but she wasn’t one hundred percent sure.

      A flash of worry crossed Dasha’s expression, and she took Leeza’s hand. “Let’s sit down. Your father is speaking with a contact from Russia and will be a few minutes yet. In fact, I believe he sent Havel to find you. Krystoff has something he wants to discuss.”

      Excitement rushed through her. Her father must know about her plans to marry Havel and he wanted to talk to her about them. She wasn’t sure how Krystoff knew, but he had eyes and ears everywhere. As careful as she and Havel were, it was entirely possible they might have been caught kissing in some shadowy nook.

      Havel had wanted to talk to her father before going further, but Leeza had pushed him into one glorious hot and heavy make-out session. He hadn’t been able to resist, but after, he’d insisted they had to speak with Krystoff, and hadn’t touched her since. She knew he wanted to be with her when they approached the Koba patriarch, but Leeza thought it would be better if she warmed her father up to the idea of her marrying her bodyguard without the big, gruff man being present. Havel didn’t know she planned to speak to Krystoff alone, but he would forgive her when he found out. He was incapable of staying mad at her.

      Leeza sat next to her mother on the chaise lounge in the hallway outside her father’s office, but her gaze was on the closed door and her mind was on what she planned to say to him.

      I know you discourage us from getting close to our bodyguards, but it’s Havel… no, too negative.

      Havel and I are in love and would like to ask your permission to marry… no, she didn’t want to ask permission. She would tell Krystoff exactly what she wanted and she wouldn’t leave without his blessing.

      Havel and I intend to marry and we would like your blessing for our union. I would be very grateful if you could find it in your heart to welcome Havel into our family. Yes! That was the one. She would sound confident, determined, mature, and… in love.

      Because she was.

      This moment was pivotal to the rest of her life and there was no way she was going to screw it up.

      “Your father wants you to meet the man he’s speaking with; a member of the Bratva,” Dasha said, her voice low and urgent. She reached out and straightened the collar of Leeza’s dress. “Make sure you stand straight with your shoulders back and only speak when you’re spoken to. Don’t argue and don’t frown at your father for any reason.”

      Leeza frowned. “I never frown!”

      Dasha made a fuss of first fluffing Leeza’s length of dark chestnut hair around her shoulders, then smoothing it down. Dasha was nervous.

      Leeza caught her hand. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      Leeza loved her mother, but Dasha had one priority – make the Koba organization look good. Krystoff and Dasha were considered one of the most powerful couples in the Czech Republic. Dasha was the face of the organization while Krystoff was the brains, and Jozef, their nephew, was the brawn. Leeza and Saskia, Leeza’s younger sister by nine years, were the protected princesses, waiting in their towers until it was their time to shine.

      Dasha gave her a cool smile and glanced away. “Nothing is wrong. I’m preparing you for a meeting with your father. It’s important that we make a good impression.”

      Leeza always made a good impression, so why was her mother suddenly worried? She crossed her arms over her chest. “What’s going on? Who is father meeting with?”

      Again, there was a flash of worry… and maybe guilt… in Dasha’s expression. It was weird for a woman who ordinarily had confidence in spades.

      Dasha looked up, her eyes suddenly blazing with purpose. She took Leeza’s hands in a tight grip and leaned toward her, dropping her voice low as she spoke. “I need to tell you something about your father.”

      But before she could finish, something caught Leeza’s attention over her mother’s shoulder. Havel was striding toward them, his face set in grim lines. His expression was always some combination of forbidding, serious, angry, and annoyed. It didn’t matter to her though, his face was a beloved image burned forever into her mind, heart and soul.

      Without thought, she stood as he approached, a moth drawn to the light of his flame. Havel nodded toward Dasha before saying to Leeza, “Your father sent me to find you.”

      “I know,” Leeza said with a smile. “I’m going to tell him.”

      A frown creased Dasha’s brow, but Leeza ignored her. She would confess her feelings for Havel to her mother later, after she spoke to her father and secured his blessing.

      “Your father wants …” Before he could finish, the door behind them opened and Krystoff filled the frame with his broad-shouldered, arrogant presence.

      It didn’t matter who was in a room, when Krystoff entered, all eyes went to him. He was the kind of person who could command an army with only a few words. Everyone on the estate both loved and feared him. He was brutal, but fair in his dealings, which gave him a reputation among his fellow mafiosos.

      Krystoff’s gaze slid across Havel, as cold as a glacier, then fell to his daughter. His stare was different. It was not at all the loving indulgence she was used to, but cold calculation and… hate. But why would her father suddenly hate her? It’s not like she was an expert in reading people. She’d grown up on the estate, and except for a few years of boarding school in the UK, she’d been mostly isolated from children her age. But she knew her father and there was hate in his eyes.

      A trickle of trepidation went down her spine as she looked back at Krystoff, stepping toward him as he tilted his jaw toward her. Leeza placed a light kiss against his bearded cheek and quickly stepped back.

      “Father, I — ”

      “Call me Krystoff,” he interrupted coldly, refusing to meet her gaze as he stepped aside and waved her into the office. “It’s time you addressed me properly.”

      Tears pricked her eyes at his cold tone and stiff posture. There wasn’t a hint of the parent she loved and respected. This man was the head of the Koba empire, not her father. She didn’t understand. He’d never treated her with such chilling indifference.

      As she stepped through the threshold and into his office, Krystoff closed the door behind her, cutting her off from Havel, whose worried gaze followed her. He knew what was going on and he knew it wasn’t good. Oh god, what if Krystoff found out they were planning on getting married and he didn’t approve? What if Krystoff fired Havel? It would be her fault for getting involved with her bodyguard when she wasn’t supposed to.

      She prepared to defend Havel, turning to her father and opening her mouth, but her attention was caught by a man wearing a business suit, standing next to the fireplace mantle, a crystal tumbler filled with amber liquid clutched in his beringed hand.

      He wasn’t a particularly good-looking man and easily dismissed at first glance, but there was something about his unwavering stare as he unabashedly took in every inch of Leeza, starting at her feet and travelling up her body. She shivered and crossed her arms over her chest.

      She didn’t like his unsettling stare.

      “Come,” Krystoff said, waving her toward the fire. “I want you to meet Adam Horáček. He arrived this morning to ask for your hand in marriage.”

      “What?” Leeza gasped as the room tilted around her.

      “I have granted permission; the wedding will take place in July, shortly after your twenty-first birthday.”

      Leeza looked desperately at her father, but the gaze reflected back was a mask of pure evil. He knew she was thrown off balance and horrified by his declaration, but he was enjoying her upset. It was as though he’d orchestrated this moment to punish her.

      “Is this because of Havel?” she whispered urgently for her father’s ears alone. “It’s not his fault. We wanted to talk to you first.”

      Thunder reflected in Krystoff’s expression, and he took a step toward her, gripping her arm so tightly she feared he would crush the bone. She winced and squirmed, trying to ease the pressure. There was going to be a bruise, caused by a man who’d never once laid a finger on her in anger. What had she done that was so grievous the father she loved suddenly looked at her as though he didn’t recognize her?

      “If you dare speak his name to me again, I will have him taken to the shed where he will die a particularly terrible death.” He spoke in a low voice, but it was loud enough for Adam to hear. He didn’t care about their audience, he only cared about hurting Leeza. “You will do exactly as I say and greet your future husband with a smile, then you will conduct a polite conversation while we negotiate the terms for your marriage. Do you understand?”

      She understood from the look he was giving her that if she refused to accept Adam, Havel would pay the price.

      “I understand,” she whispered, her shoulders bowing under the weight of her grief. She was about to lose the best thing that ever happened to her before it even happened.

      “Smile,” Krystoff ordered.

      Leeza lifted her chin, stared straight ahead, and forced some semblance of a smile to her lips. A tear trickled from her eye, down her cheek, to drip off her jaw and splash on her chest. Slowly, she turned, her heart turning to stone as she faced her future husband.
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Eight Years Later

        

      

    

    
      Leeza was dead to the world asleep when her phone started blaring. She sat straight up in bed, blinking for a couple of seconds before her brain made its way back from dreamland and into her head.

      She’d been woken from the same reoccurring nightmare she’d been having for months. The one that transported her back to the night her family was thrown into chaos. She was desperate to get Kris away from the action, but she had to save her mother. She’d put bullets in three men that night and her actions had haunted her dreams ever since. She dreamed about the families, the mothers who now hated her, the wives who wanted her dead, the sons who would one day come after her own son in retaliation.

      The blaring sound coming from her phone reminded her that she had more pressing things to think about than a bad dream.

      The sound was her perimeter alarm, set to go off if anyone stepped food in her yard.

      Leeza leapt from her bed, reaching for her blue silk robe as she rushed into the room next door. She wrapped the robe around herself and hastily tied the belt, leaning over her son’s bed.

      Sadly, he was getting used to being moved from one place to another in the middle of the night.

      Leeza had hoped they would be able to make this home semi-permanent, but it would seem someone had found them. Even if it was only an animal that had set off her alarm, she wasn’t taking any chances. They would have to move and it had to be right now.

      “Kris, sweetheart, it’s time to wake up.”

      He blinked sleepily, then reached blindly for her as she lifted his small body from the bed. They’d celebrated his sixth birthday a few weeks earlier. Leeza had finally felt safe enough to give him the party he deserved. She’d gone into a nearby village on the island of Sumatra to buy a cake and decorations.

      Kris had been ecstatic, clapping along and making noise with her as she sang happy birthday and urged him to blow out the candles. He was such a sweet, happy little boy. Though he preferred routine and missed his school tutor, he was mostly okay with his mother dragging him around the world so long as he got to be with her.

      What’s wrong? he signed as she hefted him against her chest and carried him from the bedroom, his stuffed teddy tucked under his arm. Though he could speak, he often chose sign language because it was easier for him to articulate than verbal language.

      “We have to leave again, baby,” she whispered, trying to erase the sadness from her voice. She knew the score when it came to the mafia world she’d been born and raised in. She was expendable and the fastest way to get dead was to hang out where her enemies could find her.

      Enemy.

      She knew who was hunting her and it was a knife to the heart every time she thought of him, so she pushed the big enforcer out of her head and rushed to the rug in her living room, sweeping it aside with her bare foot to reveal a hatch. Bending, she grabbed the handhold and yanked, pulling the wooden door up.

      “We have to find a new home again,” she explained. “But first I need to check and make sure it’s safe for us to leave. Are you going to be okay in here for a few minutes?”

      Without waiting for his consent, she lowered him into the hole. It wasn’t very deep. Only three feet by three feet. Just big enough to hide a child. She reached for the shelf she’d installed in the hole and grabbed a flashlight. Turning it on, she handed it to Kris who took it from her.

      Dark, he complained with a frown.

      “Which is why you have the light.” She kissed him on the head before pushing herself up onto her hands and knees. “You remember this game? Not a peep, no matter what sounds you hear, and I’ll give you the biggest chocolate bar you’ve ever seen.”

      His eyes lit up with excitement and he nodded emphatically.

      Another alarm went off on her phone, startling her. The intruders were just outside the house now, likely preparing to breach. Definitely not a monkey, then. She took one last, long look at her child, absorbing his beautiful angelic face, still round with youth, but with eyes that were older than his years. His light brown curls created a halo around his head and she couldn’t resist leaning into the hole to kiss him again. Just in case this was the last time she saw him.

      “Remember, baby, if I don’t come get you, then you wait until you can see daylight coming in through the cracks and if everything is quiet, then you push with all your strength until you can crawl out. Once you’re out, you run to the village and ask for help. You understand?”

      Yes, mommy, he signed impatiently. Like we practiced.

      She closed him inside the hole, dropping the trapdoor into place before smoothing the rug over it. It had been a calculated risk giving Kris a flashlight, but she couldn’t bring herself to close him away in the dark.

      She had a matter of seconds before the mercenaries outside would break through the exterior windows and doors. She sprinted through the house to the laundry room, reaching for the lockbox over the washing machine. Entering the code, she opened it and grabbed her pistol and two clips. It wasn’t much, but she hadn’t been able to bring any weapons into Sumatra. She’d purchased this from a local whose punishment would be death if anyone found out what he was selling.

      She’d purposely picked a country with strict weapons laws, making it more difficult for the people coming after her to come into the country armed. Of course, that meant she wasn’t particularly prepared for an armed conflict. The home that she’d shared with her husband in Prague had weapons hidden all over the house. All out of Kris’s reach of course. Her husband hadn’t even known they were there.

      Loading the gun, she crept into the hallway, readying herself for the assault. The minutes stretched as Leeza stood frozen, waiting for five solid minutes, wondering if she’d mistaken the sound of the alarm. Where were the mercenaries? No, it had definitely been the perimeter alarm that had woken her up, then the proximity alarm had gone off a few minutes later. The cabin was surrounded and she and Kris were vulnerable to attack.

      Not vulnerable, she reminded herself. She’d worked damn hard over the past decade to become a master markswoman. She could hit a target dead center, in the dark, at fifty paces. She just needed a target to hit.

      So where were the targets?

      She waited another two minutes, breathing slowly in and out as she counted the seconds ticking by. She was proud of Kris for doing as he was told and not making a peep. It was a game they played often for this exact scenario and Kris had become quite good at it. The prize of a chocolate bar at the end of the hiding-and-making-no-noise game made it that much more doable for him.

      Needing to be sure it wasn’t animals setting off the alarm, Leeza crept along the hallway toward her bedroom to peek out the side of her blinds and see if she could spot anything in the yard. It was mostly jungle with plenty of hiding places, but the moonlight washing across the yard might give her a glimpse of movement.

      She swept the yard with a practiced gaze. She did it several times until her vision had adjusted enough that she was positive she would see movement if there was any. Then again, it was most likely Guard Dog’s alpha team coming after her, which meant they were the best of the best. They wouldn’t dare be seen surrounding her yard and home until they were ready.

      As soon as the thought left her brain, a voice came from behind her. “It’s over, Leeza.”

      She froze, her hand still holding the blind. She held the gun against her leg, her fingers clutching the metal so hard it hurt. One shot and she could take out the threat to herself and her son. She could do it. For Kris.

      “Don’t, lásko.” His rough voice razed through her.

      She flinched at the endearment. “Don’t call me that.”

      “Why? You used to like it,” he said, his voice mocking.

      She dropped the blind and turned to face him. “I don’t like it because I’m not your love.”

      “You think not?”

      He was playing with her.

      She raised the gun, training it on his heart. "Take your team and leave.”

      He chuckled, the sound sending a cold chill through her. “It’s cute you think you have the upper hand. You don’t get to make demands here, lásko.”

      “Stop calling me that!”

      When the Koba organization fractured and she’d found herself on the opposite side of her cousin, she’d wondered if she’d have it in her to shoot her first love if they ever came to this moment. Well, if he called her his fucking love one more time, she’d have an answer to the hypothetical.

      The amusement left Havel’s face as he watched her and he said in a low, deadly voice, “Put the gun down.”

      He moved so fast she had no time to react until she was standing in the circle of his arms, her back to his chest, her arms crossed in front of her, the gun pointing harmlessly at the ceiling.

      Leeza struggled for a few seconds before giving up. He was so big, his grip so strong, that it was like being held by a bear. She’d put herself through years of weapons and Crav Maga training, and for what? Havel was better than her. He’d always been better. “Just get it over with,” she growled, jerking against him. She could feel his body heat through his T-shirt and bullet proof vest, seeping into her, warming her.

      He leaned down from his greater height and spoke in her ear, his breath brushing her skin and sending gooseflesh across her arms and chest. “I have no intention of ‘getting it over with’,” he said in his smooth voice.

      “You’re not here to kill me?”

      He chuckled, but the sound didn’t hold any warmth. “I’ve been waiting years for this. Why would I kill you when I finally got my hands on you?”

      “You wouldn’t know what to do with me anymore,” she snapped, using bravado to cover her fear.

      “We’ll see about that.” His voice dropped to a husky drawl and she responded with a shiver of anticipation.

      “What are you going to do with me?” she whispered, staring at the blinds that were still askew. She could see movement now. His team was waiting out in the yard.

      “I’m going to take you home where you belong.” He reached into his pocket for something.

      She twisted her head to see what it was.

      A needle.

      “Kris is in a bolt hole under the rug in the living room. Please don’t leave him,” she said in a rush, trying to get the words out before he could drug her. “He’ll stay calm if you give him a chocolate bar from the third drawer in the kitchen.”

      Havel hesitated, perhaps struck by her easy capitulation. What he didn’t know was that she wasn’t giving up. Through years of watching him and his team work with her cousin, she knew exactly what he was capable of. This wasn’t her time to fight, but it would happen. Eventually. When his guard was down and she had the upper hand.

      In the meantime, she trusted him to take care of her son. Kris might not be his blood, but he belonged to the Koba family. Havel would protect her child with his life, if only to present him to her cousin, Jozef Koba, the head of the Koba crime organization.

      “I’ll take care of him,” Havel promised, lifting the needle to her neck.

      “You better.” She twisted her head so she could look him in the eyes. They were the same as she remembered, beautiful, confident, bold… and bitter. Because of her.

      He plunged the needle into her flesh and seconds later the world slipped away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Leeza was having her favourite dream. She was in a change room trying on a new dress when the zipper got stuck. No matter which way she twisted she couldn’t get it to zip. She was about to give up and yank the dress off when she felt someone behind her.

      She gasped and tried to whirl around but a large hand landed on her bare shoulder holding her in place as he used his other hand to tug the zipper up her back. A cascade of shivers followed the touch of his calloused finger as it travelled from the small of her back to the base of her neck.

      Her eyes met his in the mirror and she saw a look of utter longing cross his rugged features.

      Havel.

      Her dark gaze traced the tattoos covering his neck and arms. She knew that those tattoos extended across his torso, back and down his legs. As far as she knew he was tattooed all over.

      She licked her lips and his eyes followed the movement in the mirror, his gaze one of blazing desire.

      Her heart thumped and her palms grew damp.

      He lifted his hand, allowing it to hover over her head before dropping it gently to touch her hair. With a groan, he sifted his fingers through the shiny tresses, leaning in to inhale her fragrance.

      Leeza felt dizzy with anticipation as butterflies fluttered in her stomach. Her breath caught when he closed his fingers around the tips of her hair, tugging gently.

      Then he dropped his hand away. “I can’t.”

      She turned to look up at him. His hulking form barely fit in the change room, his broad shoulders touching the walls and his shaved head nearly scraping the ceiling. Havel was always the largest man in the room, no matter who he was with.

      “I know,” she agreed, but she didn’t try to step around him or leave. She couldn’t. It was like there was an entity inside her, telling her she had to stay and see where this was going.

      “Fuck it,” he said, reaching for her.

      “What are you doing?” she gasped.

      He lowered his head and took her lips. He knew she was inexperienced and was determined to make her first time special. His lips, warm and dry, clung to hers without demanding further access. The gentle pressure of the kiss sent skitters of pleasure through her, which intensified when he moved his mouth like he was whispering all their unsaid feelings.

      He slid his hand along her waist, touching the small of her back, then moving his hand up her spine to tangle his fingers in the tips of her long hair.

      Leeza's nipples lit up and begged for attention - a sensual pleasure she'd not known was possible. She pushed herself up on her toes, pressing her mouth harder against his, taking more of the incredible pleasure he was gifting her.

      She got lost in the kiss until she became aware that he was no longer kissing her. It was she who was clinging to him like a vine, her arms wrapped around his neck, her lips moving against his.

      With a gasp, she separated herself from him, her fingers coming up to touch her mouth. “Sorry,” she whispered. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

      He offered her a soft frown. “Never be sorry for taking something you want from this world, lásko. If you don’t, then it’ll take everything from you.”

      The regret in his voice made Leeza's heart ache and she wondered about his past. He was friends with her cousin. Maybe she’d ask Jozef. Then again… maybe not. Jozef was her father’s second-in-command. If he told Krystoff about her interest in Havel, it could put the big bodyguard at risk.

      Her excitement dimmed as she remembered her complicated family. “This can’t happen again.”

      He nodded, but instead of telling her she was right, he tenderly held her chin and tipped her face up, looking at her, memorizing her. “You have to take what you want in this world.”

      Did he mean himself? That she should take him if she wanted?

      Then he was gone like he’d never been there. Only he had been, and the evidence was in her hammering heart, her sweaty palms and the knowledge that everything had changed for her and there would be no going back.

      “Momma?”

      Leeza wavered between memories and reality. Her son was calling her... but her first kiss with Havel happened years before he was born.

      “Momma, wake up.”

      “Kris?” she whispered.

      “Leave her be,” another, deeper voice spoke. “Let her wake up in her own time.”

      Havel.

      Not the sweet Havel who’d given Leeza her first kiss, but the Havel who was now her enemy.

      As she bolted upright, her head spun and a lightning rod of pain made her cry out. She gripped her head and fell back.

      “Momma!”

      “Hush, Kris, she’s fine,” Havel growled. “Your shouting is going to make it worse.”

      Leeza slitted her eyes and turned towards Havel. He was holding Kris on his lap, who  struggled to get to Leeza, reaching his thin arms out for his mother.

      Leeza licked her lips and whispered, “Give him to me.” When Havel hesitated, she added, her voice stronger, “Let go of my son.”

      Havel released Kris, who flung himself at his mother, wrapping his arms around her shoulders and tucking his face into her neck. She took shallow breaths as waves of nausea rolled over her, made worse by Kris jiggling her.

      "What did you give me?" she asked hoarsely, her vision blurring. "Where are taking us?"

      Havel’s voice was emotionless as he answered her question. “Prague.”

      Leeza looked around, blinking away the blurriness in her vision. Sure enough, they were on an airplane and now that she was paying attention, she could feel the vibrations and hear the buzz of the engines.

      Leeza did her best to calm her son, but he was extremely agitated and could be difficult to manage on a regular day, let alone through a kidnapping. She narrowed her eyes. “What did you do to him?” She tried to push herself up onto her elbow, but the world spun and she stopped moving, touching a hand to her head to ease the splitting headache.

      “It’ll stop hurting soon,” Havel said, a note of concern in his voice. “Kris came right to me when I opened the bolt hole. He’s behaved himself, just worried for his mother.”

      Leeza covered Kris’s ears with her hands. “I don’t give a flying fuck how he acts for you, you kidnapping asshole. I care that he isn’t traumatized by what you did to us.”

      Havel lifted a thick brow and stared at her with his dark, emotionless eyes. “What I did to him?” His tone was soft but dangerous. “You dragged him out of the only home he knew in the middle of the night, drugged him, and ran away with him. I’m just the guy who’s bringing him home.”

      Leeza glared at him. Four months earlier, she’d had been forced to flee her home with her son after Jozef and Havel declared war on the Kobas. “I was acting out of self-preservation and love for my child,” she said bitterly. “Do you think I wanted to run away? My parents were killed and for all I knew, I was next. What was I supposed to do?”

      Havel leaned forward and gripped her chin, the same as he’d done in the change room eight years ago. Only this time, his move seemed far more sinister. “And what exactly led to the deaths of your parents, Leeza?” Again, the dangerous note to his voice. “It was you who tipped over the first domino that toppled the house of Koba.”

      Leeza bit her cheek to stop herself from screaming at him. She’d been left to fend for herself! Sold in marriage to a monster by an uncaring stepfather. Then the war between Jozef and Krystoff sent shockwaves through the Koba organization. She may have been the one to spark the dynamite, but she didn’t blow shit up.

      Kris struggled in her arms, shoving at her hands, which were still covering his ears. Havel gripped her chin tighter, his dark, bottomless gaze roving over her face. He was looking at her like a man who would enjoy choking the life from her.

      Her heart hammered in both fear and anticipation as Havel closed the distance between them.

      He pressed his lips to hers in a replica of their first kiss. He knew! Somehow, he had to know that she’d been dreaming or thinking of him as she was waking up from the drugging. Had she mumbled his name?

      A moan slipped out from between her lips and she blushed in embarrassment as she realized his team would be somewhere nearby.

      Finally, Havel released her, but he didn’t move more than an inch, his eyes boring into hers spoke eloquently without words. She belonged to him now. He’d patiently waited eight years and now she was his. She had no idea what he wanted with her, but she had no doubt she would soon find out.

      He turned his head and looked at Kris. “You want some ice cream, little man?”

      Kris nodded emphatically, then slid off Leeza.

      She sighed in relief at having his weight off her stomach. A glance behind her told her that Havel’s team were indeed at the back of the plane. She quickly faced forward, her face heating with shame.

      She knew all of them, some well. Some had protected her when she was still a valued member of the family. Now she was the daughter of their dead boss, dragged back to Prague by the second-in-command to beg their new boss for mercy. They used to treat her with respect, now they were her captors.

      Another wave of nausea rolled through her, and she dropped her head, pressing her forehead to her knees. She heard a flight attendant asking Kris what flavour of ice cream he wanted. Kris wouldn’t answer though, he rarely spoke to strangers.

      “He’ll have the bubblegum,” Havel said, speaking for Kris.

      It surprised her that Havel knew Kris’s preferences, but she was grateful to him for being kind to her son… even if he hated the mother.

      Havel settled Kris into a seat across from Leeza, then sat next to her, handing her a water bottle.

      Leeza took it and untwisted the cap with shaking fingers as she straightened. When she struggled to crack the seal, Havel took it from her and opened it, handing it back.

      She hesitated for a second, looking at him.

      “It’s not drugged.”

      She gulped deeply, trusting him. If there was one thing she knew about Havel, it was that he didn’t lie. If he’d drugged the water, he would have told her, then forced her to drink it anyway.

      When her thirst was satisfied, she leaned back in the seat and closed her eyes. Her head was clearing enough that her brain was working again. She had been abducted and was in a tenuous situation. She needed to use her head if she was going to get herself and her son out of this.

      “So what happens now?” she asked, her gaze on Kris.

      “We go home and you get ready for the wedding.”

      “Wedding?” She moved her eyes from her son to Havel. “Whose?”

      “Ours,” he said grimly, but when he turned his head to meet her gaze, his expression was triumphant, as though he’d been waiting for this moment. “Yours and mine.”
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      The Plane arrived in Prague in late afternoon. Leeza stood with Kris, who was looking around blearily, but with interest, at Havel’s team as they prepared to leave the plane. Kris was exhausted after everything that had happened, but he was getting back to his normal self. Curious, quiet, and independent.

      Leeza felt like a high-profile prisoner as Havel escorted her off the plane with two of his men in front and two behind. When his leather coat lifted, she could see his tattooed knuckles wrapped around his piece. As they walked down the steps to the tarmac, his gaze swept the area, searching for any signs of an ambush.

      “I don’t have people waiting out here to attack you,” Leeza said dryly.

      Though she’d gathered a crew of gangsters and mercenaries while working as the Phantom to revive her birth father’s organization, they’d scattered and gone into hiding when Krystoff Koba had fallen and Jozef took over.

      “Jozef has enemies,” Havel grunted.

      “Yeah, me,” she said darkly. “Isn’t that why he’s dragging me back to Prague?”

      Havel’s expression was glacial as they stopped next to the waiting car, Havel towering over her. “I suggest you work on your humility before we arrive at the mansion. Your cousin isn’t pleased with your performance as the Phantom.”

      Leeza refused to let Havel intimidate her with his height. She narrowed the space between them, her body almost brushing his and dropped her voice. “He killed my parents. Why would I care what he thinks?”

      Havel dropped his head a few inches and for a heart-stopping second, she thought he was going to kiss her again. Instead, his breath brushed her lips as he said,  “Krystoff was not your father and he never treated you like a daughter, so don’t pretend you care about his death. Your mother was a sociopath who used you to elevate the Koba name. Besides your sister, Jozef is the only one who gives a shit, so I suggest you start caring what he thinks. Your life is in his hands and like I said, he’s not happy.”

      What about you? She wanted to cry out. There was a time when you cared about me too.

      After sticking his head in the car, Havel straightened and glared at the driver who was standing beside the car. “Where the fuck’s the car seat I told you to bring?”

      The driver looked like he was going to piss himself and Leeza couldn’t blame him. Contending with an angry Havel was akin to facing off with a raging Grizzly. “Sorry, Boss.”

      “Don’t be fucking sorry,” Havel growled, his hand straying to the pocket where he kept his cigarettes, then stopping and clenching before dropping back to his side. The telltale outline of a cigarette package was gone. “Fix the fucking problem. Now.”

      Leeza watched Havel with bemusement. If her current situation wasn’t so serious, she would laugh at the huge, tatted-up gangster shouting for a car seat.

      As the driver took off in the car, leaving them standing on the tarmac surrounded by Havel’s team, Leeza murmured, “You quit smoking?”

      Havel grunted but didn’t further acknowledge her question.

      She wondered why he quit. During the brief few months they’d dated, she’d hinted at him to quit, telling him it was bad for his health. He’d laughed her off and told her it was part of the lifestyle. Gangsters smoked, drank, took drugs, and generally enjoyed a monied lifestyle of debauchery. While Havel and Jozef made an effort to keep themselves and their teams of mercenaries away from the excesses that characterized the world of organized crime, they knew how to enjoy themselves.

      They waited twenty minutes for the driver to come back with a child seat. It was still in the box, but he had it out and set up in record time. Havel placed a compliant Kris in his seat and belted him in, then got out of the car to wave Leeza in.

      She slid into the seat directly next to her son. As she reached for her seatbelt, Havel’s fingers knocked hers aside. He took the belt from her, stretched it over her torso between her breasts and clicked it into place. Her skin tingled where his thick fingers brushed her and she had to look away so he wouldn’t see her blush.

      Married.

      He’d made it sound like it was all but decided, yet that was impossible. Obviously she didn’t want to marry the angry mafia enforcer mercenary, but she knew he could force the marriage if he wanted to and her denials wouldn’t matter. The main reason she couldn’t marry Havel was because she was already married to Adam.

      She hadn’t seen her husband in over four months. At best, he’d always been a nuisance to her. At his worst, he was a psychopath who enjoyed torturing his wife. She hadn’t seen or talked to him since the night she ran away.

      When they reached the Koba mansion, Leeza unbuckled a sleeping Kris and reached to pull him from his seat, but before she could, the door next to Kris was yanked open and he was pulled from the car.

      “Wait!” Leeza scrambled over the car seat and launched herself out the door, ready to attack but before she could take the offender down, she found herself seized in a hug so tight it took her breath away.

      “Oh my god, I thought something terrible had happened to you!” Saskia screeched loud enough to surprise Kris who was smashed between his mother and her sister. “You are such a bitch for not even calling once to tell me you were okay. I’m never going to forgive you.”

      Leeza stopped fighting the hug and wrapped her arms around her Saskia, hugging her back. Tears were streaming down Saskia’s face and Leeza felt the responding ache of tears in her throat, but they refused to spill. Leeza hadn’t cried since the day she was forced to marry Adam. She didn’t know how to cry anymore.

      “Hush, sweetie, I’m here now, safe and sound,” she murmured, touching Saskia’s hair. Until this moment, she hadn’t realized how much she’d missed her nuisance of a younger sister.

      “You’re such an asshole,” Saskia choked, finally unlatching herself from Leeza and stepping back. She buried her face in Kris’s shoulder and held him against her.

      “Take care of him,” Havel said to Saskia as he approached. “I’m taking your sister in to see Jozef.”

      A significant look passed between Saskia and Havel. “Sure, I’d love to.” She nodded at Leeza. “I’ll take him up to my suite. Come get him when you’re done.”

      It was strange hearing her sister act as though no time had passed. Back before their family had been blown to pieces, Saskia used to take off with Kris all the time. The pair could usually be found in Saskia’s suite playing with her dolls and stuffed animals.

      Leeza watched as they walked away, her heart sinking. Things weren’t the same and, depending on what Jozef wanted to do with her, this could be the last time she saw her son and her sister. Was she being dramatic in thinking that? Maybe, but she was, at least on paper, the eldest child of Krystoff and Dasha Koba. She had a legitimate claim to the Koba estate, lands, inheritance, and organization. All of these reasons made her Jozef’s top rival.

      She wasn’t going to be a problem though. She wanted nothing to do with her stepfather’s organization. She would walk into Jozef’s office and tell him. Then he would let her go.

      She squared her shoulders and climbed the steps to the front doors of the mansion.

      Havel took her arm and she jerked away from him, glaring. “I don’t need help.”

      He held her eyes as he reestablished his grip on her arm, this time tighter. “You’re my prisoner and you’re damn well gonna enter this house as such.”

      She was no longer the beloved daughter of one the most powerful couples in the Czech Republic. Still, she didn’t have to act like a prisoner, even if Havel insisted she was one. She lifted her chin, stared straight ahead and walked with as much dignity as she could.

      Leeza’s heart hammered in her ears as they approached Jozef’s office. Would he have her killed right away, or would he have her taken to the Shed and tortured first? What would happen to Kris? Would Saskia look after him or would Jozef punish Kris for being Leeza’s son?

      Havel knocked once on the door before pushing it open without invitation. She supposed Havel was the one person besides Shaun who wouldn’t have to announce himself. He’d been Jozef’s closest friend since they were little more than children.

      Leeza felt shaky and dizzy when Havel finally presented her to her cousin. When she was in hiding, she’d played through this scene in her head a thousand times, practicing her words. She’d planned on going in with an attitude of humble remorse. She would explain that she never meant for any of what happened to happen, then she’d beg him not to kill her.

      But words failed her when she found herself facing him. Every pretend scenario she’d imagined got caught in her throat. This was the man who held her life in his hand.

      That man, now directing a fierce frown at her, came around the side of his desk, striding purposely toward her.

      Her mouth went dry with terror. She squeaked and took a step back, but bumped into Havel. She was about to beg for her life, when Jozef took her into his arms and hugged her.

      He held her for several long seconds, rocking her against his chest, his hand on the back of her head. Surprised by the reception, her arms hung stiffly at her side and her gaze darted around the office, landing on the chair next to the fireplace. Shaun, Jozef’s wife, was sitting with her ankles crossed, a tissue crumpled between her fingers, tears jeweling in her eyelashes. She stared back at Leeza, her gaze concerned.

      Shaun stood and approached Leeza, pushing Jozef to the side and giving Leeza a brief hug. “I’m so glad you’re home.”

      Leeza couldn’t be more shocked. Why didn’t they hate her? Want her dead? Well, she understood why Shaun didn’t want her dead. Shaun wasn’t mafia. She’d married into the family. She was a civilian and the death surrounding mob life disgusted her.

      But why was Jozef being so welcoming? He knew she was the Phantom; knew she was the one to set off the chain of events that ended in the destruction of the Koba family. She’d spent months on her own, thinking over each and every moment that brought about the downfall of house Koba. She had been the one to light the flame that set off a powder keg of destruction.

      She didn’t blame herself entirely, but nor did she forgive herself either. And she couldn’t understand why or how Jozef would forgive her. After everything that had happened, she thought they were enemies.

      “Jozef,” she finally said, pushing the words past a throat tight with anxiety. “It’s good to see you.” Now that her death wasn’t imminent, she realized the truth of her words. It was good to see her cousin again. They’d grown up as siblings in the same household. He was older, so he taught her as she grew. He’d shown her how to use a gun, taught her how to drive a car, he’d even vetted her first boyfriend, then knocked the kid’s teeth down his throat for touching her without permission.

      And you, he signed, waving her toward the chair opposite his desk.

      She switched to signing as she sat, using her non-verbal cousin’s preferred language. I thought you wanted me dead. There was no point in beating around the bush.

      Apparently, he agreed, because his next words were, At the time, I didn’t think I’d have a choice, but you were wily enough to get yourself out of the line of fire until things settled down.

      I’d planned on disappearing forever, she told him. Why did you bring me back? I’m not going to be a threat to you. I want nothing to do with the Koba organization.

      He nodded thoughtfully. I’m not the one who wanted to bring you home, though I’m pleased to see you. You’re here at his request. Jozef nodded toward Havel who stood next to Leeza’s chair with his arms crossed over his chest. The bulging muscles of his biceps strained the seams of his leather coat, reminding her of the strength in those limbs.

      You can’t be serious, she shot back. He has no claim on me.

      Jozef’s gaze was steady on her face. He’s making a claim.

      Not one I recognize!

      He paused then signed, I choose to recognize his claim.

      “Why?” she demanded. “I can just leave. I promise, I’m not a threat to you or the organization. I don’t want my stepfather’s money; I just want to be left alone with my son.”

      No, Jozef signed, frowning at her. You won’t leave again. This house has had enough grief without losing another one of its most valuable members. You stay and you stay with him.

      “I won’t do it.”

      “You will,” Havel interjected.

      “I can’t marry you!” she shouted, leaping to her feet and facing him. “I’m already married to Adam.”

      Havel gripped her arms and lifted her up on her toes, shoving his face in hers. “You will not speak that man’s name again,” he growled, a dangerous glint in his eyes.

      “But I’m still married to him!”

      “No, you aren’t.”

      “But I am.” Leeza looked at Jozef, seeking his support, but her cousin’s face was impassive as he held up an envelope.

      Havel brought her attention back to him. “Divorce papers, signed by you, your scum fuck of an ex-husband and a judge.”

      “I didn’t sign any divorce papers!”

      “Sure you did,” Havel said with a twist of his lips.

      She was shocked into silence for a moment, staring up at the man who was about to destroy everything she’d ever felt for him. “You seem to have solved the problem of what to do with me,” she said, turning her glare on her cousin.

      Josef seemed to wrestle with his decision, then he signed, It’s for the best, cousin.

      “For who?” Leeza said bitterly as she was catapulted to the past, to eight years ago. Nothing had changed. Once again, a male member of her family was marrying her to a man she didn’t want without her permission.
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      “I won’t live there again,” Leeza said flatly, dragging her feet along the cobblestones leading to the cottage she’d shared with her husband. Her ex-husband according to Havel. Kris was hurrying along beside her, one of Saskia’s precious stuffed animals clutched in his arm.

      He peered up at the house with as much apprehension as Leeza was feeling. She’d done her best to make the home a happy one for him, but she was sure he sensed the constant tension between his parents. Leeza loathed Adam and as much as she tried to hide it from Kris, she could never quite pretend she was content in the relationship.

      She had no doubt he was also remembering the way he’d left the house a few months earlier, held tight in his mother’s arms as she shot her guard and broke through the garage doors with a range rover. Though he’d been drugged and mostly asleep through the ordeal, he definitely saw some of it.

      “Doesn’t matter what you want,” Havel grunted. “We’re staying.”

      He pushed her toward the house, pulling a set of keys from his pocket and unlocking the door.

      Wait, did he say ‘we’? “You’re staying here too?”

      He ignored her, pushing her over the threshold and into the house she swore she would never again step foot in.

      It still smelled of the bleach Adam had insisted she use to clean. She would scrub and scrub, but she’d been unable to erase his presence from the house.

      When Havel flipped on the light, Leeza could see a fine layer of dust on the furniture and light fixtures. She’d have to spend days scrubbing the place clean again. Her mother used to tease her about not employing any house staff to help, but Leeza was a private person and didn’t like people in her business.

      A pang sliced through her heart as she thought of her mother. Dead now at Jozef’s hands. Or so she assumed. The news story that had filtered down to her a few weeks after Dasha’s death had said that she’d grown ill in prison and had to be moved to the hospital where she’d been killed by an unknown assailant. Police believed her illness was a setup, but they couldn’t prove it and had no leads as to who the perpetrator was.

      Leeza knew, but there was nothing she could do about it. Her mother had signed her own death certificate when she’d tried to kill Jozef’s wife. In a way, Leeza agreed with her mother; Shaun didn’t belong in their world. On the surface, she didn’t seem tough enough to survive the mafia. Yet, she was somehow still a good fit. Or at least, she was a good fit for Jozef. If Dasha had allowed their romance to blossom naturally, the whole family could still be together. Nothing would have changed.

      Except that wasn’t entirely true. Leeza had sparked off a runaway chain of events when she’d had Krystoff kidnapped in Kiev. It had been meant as a vicious prank to get back at an uncaring stepfather in a way that would resonate with the mafioso kingpin. Make him look weak as the head of his organization. Her plan had worked, but the fallout was not something she had anticipated.

      “Take Kris upstairs and get him settled,” Havel said in a low growl. “He must be tired.”

      “Being kidnapped will do that to a person,” Leeza replied frostily, then urged Kris up to his bedroom where she helped him into a pair of clean pajamas before settling him in bed.

      He was hyper from their sudden change in location and from playing with his energetic aunt. It was also earlier than his standard bedtime, so it took longer than usual to get him to lay down and close his eyes. Leeza read him two stories before his small chest was lifting and falling in an even rhythm and his breaths were coming out in long, peaceful puffs.

      She left Kris’s bedroom and crossed the hall to hers, sighing deeply as she ran a finger through the dust on her nightstand. She wanted nothing more than to take a long, hot bath, then slide beneath the sheets of her bed. Tomorrow was soon enough to sort through her various life catastrophes.

      She was so deep in thought that she didn’t hear Havel enter the room until the sound of a drawer opening caught her attention. When she looked up, Havel was rifling through her dresser drawers, tossing items over his shoulder onto the bed.

      She stalked up to him and slammed the drawer shut. “Don’t go through my things.”

      “Everything that belongs to you, now belongs to me.” He opened another drawer.

      “We aren’t married yet,” she snapped bitterly, trying to push it shut. He retained his hold on it, forcing her into a tug-of-war.

      “Soon enough.”

      Not if she could help it.

      Giving up the drawer to his superior strength, she stomped to the walk-in closet and jerked it open. Rifling through the rows of clothing, she picked out a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt and tossed them on the bed.

      “This is your room, isn’t it?” Havel asked.

      “Very clever, Sherlock,” she snapped.

      Havel lowered his eyebrows and gave her a hard stare. “I mean, your ex-husband didn’t share this room with you, did he?”

      “No.” She scowled at him, wishing he would leave so she could run a bath.

      “Where did he sleep?” Havel asked.

      “Down the hall.”

      “Then that’s where we sleep.”

      He wanted to sleep with her in Adam’s room? What kind of twisted mind game was this? “Over my dead body.”

      His lips compressed in a grim line. “Not tonight, sweetheart. I have better uses for that body.”

      He gathered up the clothes on the bed, including the sweatpants and T-shirt she’d tossed on it, gripped her arm and dragged her down the hall to the master bedroom. Logistically speaking, Adam’s room was bigger than hers, but the memory of his sweaty body weighing her down as he fucked her without a thought to her pleasure made her stomach heave with nausea. She tried to stop on the threshold, but Havel dragged her into the room before releasing her.

      He dumped her clothes on the floor.

      Leeza shook her head and backed away. “I can’t sleep in here.”

      Visions of Adam and the humiliations he subjected her to swam in her head and for a terrible moment she thought she was going to throw up on the carpet. She put a hand over her mouth to stop from spewing.

      “What you want doesn’t matter.” Havel took a menacing step toward her. “You’re staying here with me.”

      “But why here? Why does it have to be his room?”

      His tone was pitiless when he replied, “Because he took what was mine and I want it back.”

      Her heart twisted. Havel didn’t speak to her this way. Or at least he didn’t used to. Sure, he’d been hurt and angered when he thought she’d chosen Adam over him, but he’d taken the rejection with dignity, treating her with the same cool professionalism he showed every other member of the family. This hostility was a new kind of torture.

      “Why are you doing this to me?” she asked, remembering that moment eight years ago in her father’s office when she realized she’d have to let him go. The heartbreak. She’d never healed, but the Havel she was facing now wasn’t the same man she’d fallen in love with when she was a teenager.

      Havel stared at her for a long moment as though gathering his thoughts, then he reached for her, gripping her chin. Forcing her head up, he said in a deadly voice, “I never stopped loving you.” A thrill snaked through her, giving her hope for the first time since their reunion. She almost admitted she never stopped loving him either, but he kept talking, “I also never stopped hating you.”

      She flinched as he shattered her fleeting moment of happiness. The pain of his words was unbearable, though she supposed she should be glad he felt anything for her at all. Indifference would have been worse.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t want to hurt you.”

      “It’s too late for apologies.”

      “Then why are you forcing me to marry you?” she asked desperately.

      “You crawled under my skin eight years ago and I’ve never been able to rip you out. Now, instead of trying to forget you, I’m going to cage you up where I can see you everyday to remind myself what a fool I was. You’ll never again be allowed to destroy the lives around you with your reckless selfishness.”

      “I can’t bear this,” she whispered, a sob escaping her throat. “Please, please, just leave me alone.”

      He stared down at her for agonizing seconds, then said, “You’ll never be alone. Not as long as I live.”

      He released her chin, gripped her arms and dragged her into his embrace, treating her to a stinging kiss. It was meant to be punishment, but a thrill of excitement went through her. As he set her on her feet, she stared up at him wondering what kind of a future they could possibly build together when the foundation of their marriage was based on hatred and lust.
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      Havel pushed her into the washroom and stood sentinel outside the door while she showered and prepared for bed. She supposed she should be grateful he didn’t insist on coming inside with her. After she finished, he pushed her into the bed, climbing in after her, but thankfully left her alone to curl up on the edge of the mattress.

      Still awake hours later, Leeza lay on her back, her gaze on the shadowy ceiling above. Havel’s soft snores were almost irritating. She thought about slipping from the bed to find a knife so she could stab him in the eye, but he was a warrior – he might appear to be asleep but a wrong move from her would have him on his feet and ready to fight.

      Her skin crawled with the memory of her time spent with Adam in that room, in that bed.

      She thought she understood Havel’s thinking in forcing her to sleep with him in Adam’s bed. It had to be some kind of primitive desire to replace Adam with himself in her mind by physically placing himself where Adam used to be. The only problem was, associating himself with Adam in any way only deepened her disgust.

      She flipped to her side to face her captor, his soft rosewood and citrusy scent floating to her. It reminded her of better times, of the smells of trees, gun oil, and oranges.

      Damn it, Havel’s evil plan was working! She was forgetting about Adam and thinking about Havel.

      His deep voice reached to her from his side of the bed and she nearly jumped out of her skin.

      “Stop moving.”

      Her eyes met his in the darkness and they stared at each other for a long minute, then Leeza narrowed her eyes. “You’re the one making me sleep in this damn bed. It’s your fault I can’t sleep.”

      “You can’t sleep?” he asked in a low, sexy voice.

      Oh shit. “No, wait – ” but he was on top of her before she could finish the sentence, his massive bulk pressing her body into the mattress. He was naked except for a pair of boxer briefs. She was wearing sweatpants and a T-shirt.

      “Get off me!” She pushed hard against his shoulders.

      Ignoring her protest, he lowered his head to hers and captured her mouth in a kiss. This time she was expecting it. This time she did what she should’ve done earlier when he kissed her. She clamped her teeth down, biting his lip. It wasn’t a warning bite, but a full-on, teeth meeting together through flesh, chomp.

      Havel didn’t flinch, didn’t make a sound, just gripped her jaw and dug his fingers into her cheeks until she was forced to release him. She cried out as he continued to hold her mouth open. Dragging her face to his, he licked her, his tongue rasping down her cheek.

      She punched out at him and jerked her body before attempting to knee him, but that made him grip her harder.

      He let go of her jaw but moved his hand to the back of her neck, squeezing it as he pulled her against his chest and rested his mouth over her ear. “You want to play games with me, lásko? I’ve been waiting years to get my hands on you. You gave to him what was meant for me, now I’ll take back what’s mine.”

      Leeza snarled and slammed her knee into him, striking true this time. As Havel groaned, his hands going to his crotch, Leeza seized on the opportunity to twist out from under him.

      She was free! Now all she had to do was get out the door.

      She made it all of two steps before Havel grabbed her arm and swung her around, lifting his hand, as though to hit her.

      Leeza lifted her chin and glared at him, daring him to do it. If this was the game he wanted to play, she was more than up for it. She’d had plenty of training with Adam, from her wedding night until the day she left. Like Adam before him, Havel could do what he wanted with her body. It made no difference to her. She couldn't escape physically, but she had learned to hide in her mind. It had saved her life because otherwise, Adam's abuse would have sent her over the edge years ago.

      Havel appeared conflicted. He’d expected her to flinch, to try to protect herself. Instead, she challenged him with her eyes, almost urging him to strike her.

      The tension between them evaporated as a piercing scream split the air.

      Havel reacted swiftly, flinging Leeza behind him as he snatched his gun off the nightstand, pointing it at the door.

      She touched his bicep, drawing his attention. “Kris is having a nightmare.”

      The tension slowly leaked out of his body as he lowered the gun. He flipped the safety on the gun and waved her toward the door. “Go.”

      Leeza ran for Kris’s room. “Kris! Baby! I’m coming!”

      As soon as he saw his mother, he wailed, “Momma!”

      He was shaking and tears streaked his cheeks.

      Her heart squeezed in response. She turned on the lamp and sat on the bed next to him, lifting her hands so he could clearly see them before signing, do you want a hug, baby?

      He nodded and she reached for him, pressing him against her chest and rocking him, sharing her warmth as she murmured soothing words in his ear. "You're safe, sweetheart. I'll never leave you." She felt him relax against her. "In the morning, we'll make your favourite breakfast." She gently ran a finger down his cheek. "Blueberry pancakes with jam." She tugged his chin up so she could meet his eyes. "Would you like that?"

      He whimpered, then nodded, his big, brown eyes solemn and trusting.

      When she glanced up, Havel was standing in the doorway, half-dressed in jeans, unbuttoned and unzipped. She dropped her eyes as heat swept through her and, when she looked up, he was gone.

      Kris took time to settle down, so Leeza turned off the light and crawled into bed with him. Despite needing her own reassuring hug, she let him decide if he wanted her touch. The upheaval in his life had him reaching out more, but she still respected his need for space. When he didn’t resist, she held him close to her heart and told him a story about a young prince who was destined for great things but who first had to face all kinds of obstacles, like a dragon, and a giant toad that told riddles. By the time she finished, he was asleep in her arms and she was yawning. She moved him to the side, then drew the covers over both of them. She snuggled against Kris, smoothing his hair back and pressing her nose to his cheek and inhaling. He had that child-like smell of sweetness and sunshine she adored. It was rare that she got to touch him this much, so she enjoyed the moment while he was unaware of anything except his hopefully happy dreams.

      A few minutes later, her eyes drifted shut.

      Bright sunshine filled the bedroom as Leeza slowly woke to the scent of pancakes and maple syrup. She cracked an eyelid and discovered Kris was no longer with her. She sat up quickly, her heart hammering.

      Tossing the covers back, she leapt to her feet. In her race to the door, she stepped on a stray Lego piece. “Fuck!” she whisper-shouted in case Kris was within hearing distance. “Kris, where are you?” She raised her voice as she ran into the hall.

      It wasn’t Kris who answered, but Havel, his deep voice telling her they were in the kitchen.

      A cozy scene greeted her when she stepped into the kitchen. Kris was seated at the island with a plate of pancakes in front of him. Havel stood at the stove, his back to her.

      Leeza pulled a deep breath into her lungs as her eyes lingered on Havel. He was wearing a pair of low-riding jeans and no shirt with Leeza’s pink and white ruffled apron tied around his waist. A wealth of tattoos covered his skin. So many more than he had eight years ago, when they were young and in love.

      She smothered a laugh at the frilly apron.

      “Are you enjoying your breakfast, baby?” she asked, dropping a kiss onto Kris’s forehead.

      He nodded as he continued to shovel food into his mouth.

      Havel turned and looked at Kris with a raised brow. “Your mother asked you a question.”

      Leeza frowned. “You know he’s mostly non-verbal. He rarely responds to questions.”

      Havel leveled his thick-browed frown at her and she had to stop herself from squirming. “You, sit.” He pointed at the stool next to Kris’s, then looked at the child again. “And you answer your mother.” His gaze softened as he switched to sign language. You don’t disrespect your mother by ignoring her. You answer her questions in any language you like, but you answer.

      Kris furrowed his brow like Havel had and Leeza thought it was like watching mirror images. One as a boy, the other as a man. Her heart twisted because it made her wish for a different past, one where Havel was Kris's father.

      Silence grew as man and boy held each other's eyes, waiting for the other to make a move.

      Then to Leeza's surprise, Kris blinked first. He put his fork down and turned in his seat to glance at Leeza. He didn’t meet her eyes, but he signed, Blueberry pancakes! Yum!

      She smiled at him. They look yummy.

      They are! Then he turned back to his meal, ignoring her once again. It was more than she usually got and she appreciated it, though she didn’t like that Havel had corrected her son.

      She opened her mouth to tell him so, but he set a plate of steaming pancakes in front of her with a fork and a bottle of syrup. “Sit,” he ordered.

      She shouldn't be doing anything he demanded, but fluffy blueberry pancakes were her weakness, so she slid into the chair and settled for glaring at his back as he continued cooking.

      In all the years she’d known him, she had never seen him cook, but, as she took her first bite, she had to admit, he could really cook. This was no mix either, he’d made these pancakes from scratch.

      Leeza cleaned her plate and opened her mouth to ask if there was more. She didn’t need to though as Havel turned around and matter-of-factly dropped another stack onto her plate and a few more onto Kris’s. A few minutes later, a glass of orange juice landed in front of her.

      “I didn’t know you could cook,” she said awkwardly. “This is really good.”

      He ignored the compliment, saying, “There’s a lot about me you don’t know.”

      Her temper flared. “There’s plenty about me you don’t know either.”

      He shook his head. “I’ve had a bead on you from the moment I started working for the Kobas. You’ve done very little that I don’t know about.”

      She glared at him. “You didn’t know that I was… ” She glanced at Kris but he was diligently ignoring them as he licked the last remnants of syrup from his plate. Leeza’s lips twitched in amusement. She loved when he did ‘typical’ kid things.

      “You didn’t know that I was responsible for Krystoff’s kidnapping,” she continued in a hushed voice.

      He looked grim. “True, but we figured it out, and you’re damn lucky it was me and Jozef who unraveled that little mystery and not Krystoff. If he’d gotten hold of you before Jozef’s takeover, you’d have gone into the Shed and not come out. Doesn’t matter that he raised you as a daughter.”

      A shiver slid down her spine and she glanced away. Havel was correct, Krystoff was utterly ruthless that way. It wouldn’t have mattered that she’d spent two decades as his devoted daughter. If he’d found out she was the one who betrayed him, she would have been killed.

      “He deserved what he got,” she said coldly.

      He threw the apron on the counter and faced her, his hulking tattooed form another reminder of how scary he was.

      “What’s done is done,” he finally said. “Though your actions sparked a war, Jozef is top dog now and things will change around here. We’ll move forward and become good little soldiers to the new Koba empire.”

      “By playing house in the cottage I shared with my ex-husband,” she said bitterly.

      He came around the side of the island and slid his hand behind her neck, gathering her hair into his hand. He forced her head back until she was looking up at him.

      “That’s exactly what’s happening here.” He pressed his lips to hers.

      As he moved away, her eyes caught on the tattoos on his chest, specifically the ones over his heart. One had the letters L-E-E-Z-A with flowery vines creeping over and through each one. There was a smaller tattoo underneath her name that said K-R-I-S with the vines weaving the two names together. Her astonished gaze met his. He crossed his arms and stared blankly back.
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      The monster was coming.

      Danika could hear the heavy tread of his footsteps outside the door, then the scrape of the lock. In a few seconds he would flood the dungeon with light and then he would start torturing her again.

      He’d grabbed her a few days ago, after contacting her through a website that featured her profile; her appearance, preferences, and rates. It was easy money while she saved up for college. Well, maybe not so easy. Sometimes the guys were disgusting, sometimes they were rough, and sometimes there was more than one, but nothing she couldn’t handle.

      Until the monster grabbed her. Adam was what he called himself.

      She figured she’d been in his dungeon for three days but had no real way to mark time. All she knew for sure was that she wanted to die like she’d never wanted anything in her life. How could a person torture someone for as long as the monster had been tormenting her? Shouldn't she have died by now? Tears seared her eyes as she tried to think about the moment she lost hope. At first, she thought he'd let her go or someone would rescue her. She imagined scenarios where she would overpower him and escape. She thought about the joy she would get when she killed him. She knew now that he wasn't going to let her go and no one would be missing her. And her body? It was too broken to fight back.

      She tried to look down at herself to assess the injuries, but it was too painful. Her neck was strapped down with a thick piece of leather. Her wrists and ankles were also zip-tied to the metal table. She knew she had broken bones, but she couldn’t figure out which ones. The pain had merged into one giant agonizing fire that ripped down and up her body and settled in her brain.

      Sometimes she would go numb and a few minutes of blessed peace would settle over her, but Adam always came back. When he realized she wasn’t feeling his ‘corrections’ anymore, he would do something like pile weighs on top of the broken bones, pressing them, pushing the jagged pieces around under her skin until she passed out from the agony.

      Sometimes he called her his doll, sometimes he called her mother, and sometimes another woman’s name. He never seemed satisfied with her. She wasn’t quite right. Flawed, he said. He had to reshape her limbs, then punish her to correct her personality. She needed fixing because she was a prostitute and mother didn’t sell herself to men for money.

      She was floating in and out of consciousness.

      Day three and she was done. Would have done it herself by now if she could get her hands on a tool that could do the job. But she never had the chance. He never released her from the binds and even if he had, would she have had the courage to slit her wrists? Or would she have started to hope again?

      She squinted as bright lights came to life above her. “Is my pretty doll ready to play some more?”

      She shuddered. It was always the same. Did she want to play? No, of course she didn’t fucking want to play, but they played anyway and she became more broken with each passing hour.

      She heard his footsteps as he approached, smelled the sharp scent of astringent and lemon, his sanitizer that he used obsessively on his hands and arms until they were red and chapped.

      He ran his hand over her naked body, following the valleys and hills of her curves. She’d always loved the way she looked. She was smoking hot, commanded exorbitant rates. Men seemed to love her dyed blond hair that fell in loose curls down her back, her big tits, big hips, rounded ass, and tiny waist. She worked for the best madam in town and received one of the biggest cuts because she drew in the rich ones.

      There had always been an element of danger to her job. Sometimes customers got rough, wouldn’t take no for an answer, or tried to stiff her, but she was careful. She took a bodyguard with her, booked with carefully vetted clients and always met in a place of her choosing. She’d been careful with the monster too.

      He was a new client but had asked for her specifically and offered an attractive payment for one evening of her time. He’d knocked her unconscious and somehow separated her from her bodyguard. The monster never told her what happened to Pavel.

      At first, she hadn’t known why Adam asked for her, but she knew now. She reminded him of another woman, maybe his mother. Except for her blond hair. That was the first thing he’d done; chopped her hair to just past her shoulders and dyed it a dark mahogany brown. He even changed the colour of her eyebrows, but he’d left the dye on for too long and it had burned her skin. Not that it mattered. Everything that happened after had been so much worse.

      “It’s teatime, my love.” He moved his hands to the strap over her chest, loosening it. She groaned as he jostled the ribs he’d broken days ago. “Which outfit do you want to wear?”

      She wanted to scream at him, to tell him it hurt too much to put clothes on, that he was killing her, but of course, the sadistic sonofabitch knew. That was the point, wasn’t it? He was a serial killer. He was the serial killer. Other working girls had gone missing from the streets of Prague. They were found dead a few weeks later with over half the bones in their body broken and not a single cut. Their hair had been dyed too.

      She couldn’t remember any other details of the other killings, so she didn’t know how long she had left. She desperately hoped he would kill her soon.

      Please, please make it quick, she silently begged as he released the straps at her ankles, wrists and neck, then helped her sit up. Her broken bones shifted and agony speared through her, forcing screams from her throat. They were muffled by the tape sealing her lips shut.

      “Hush, Leeza,” the monster soothed, cradling her to his chest. “It’ll be all over soon.” Yes, please, soon…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Momma?”

      It was so infrequent that Kris asked questions that Leeza immediately stopped what she was doing and turned to look at him. “Yes, baby?”

      What’s happening? He switched to signing.

      She smiled and handed him the gas cannister she’d been filling from the gas shed. The Koba estate had enough people and vehicles on the property that it made sense for them to purchase and keep fuel on the land. It was working out well for Leeza’s plan.

      “We’re burning the house down,” she said brightly.

      Okay.

      She studied her son, examining his faraway expression, the eyes fixed on a distant object. She brushed his hair to the side and tucked it behind his ear. He was overdue for a haircut, but he hated them and refused to sit still, making it dangerous for others to cut his hair. Which left Leeza to do it. He didn’t like when she cut his hair either, but as his mother, managed to get him to stop squirming for a few minutes at a time.

      Leeza was no hair stylist, so Kris had the same hairdo he’d had his entire life, an even buzz cut all around.

      “Does it bother you that we’re going to burn the house?” she asked him, curious.

      He didn’t form attachments easily, but when he did, his attachments were unshakable. If he were to be upset by what she was about to do, then she would rethink her plan. It was childish anyway, but she’d read enough self-help books to know the experience was going to be cathartic.

      Kris didn’t answer her question but continued to stand silently, clutching the gas cannister and rocking on his feet.

      Simion, her personal bodyguard, placed on her detail that morning by Havel, stepped into the shed and cleared his throat. “Ma’am, I would be happy to fill any vehicle you want if you’ll let me know which one you intend to use.” She wasn’t sure if his job was to make sure she didn’t try to leave the estate or if it was to protect her. Knowing Havel, probably both.

      Heat suffused her as her thoughts drifted to the Koba enforcer. Damn it, how could he do that to a body that had gone cold years ago?

      “No, thank you, Simion,” she said politely. “I’ve got this.”

      “But ma’am, it’s not seemly for a woman of your stature to carry gas.”

      Leeza looked up at him from where she was crouched filling a cannister, a smirk creasing her lips. He was a large, grizzled man, tattooed and crammed into a suit in a way that both looked kind of hot, but also like he’d never worn one before and would happily throw it on Leeza’s housewarming fire. “What exactly is a woman of my stature?”

      He shuffled his big shiny black shoe, scuffing the tip against the concrete floor. “You’re a member of the family and the family doesn’t carry gas.”

      “This family does,” Leeza said pleasantly, releasing the nozzle and pushing the cannister aside. She studied the cannisters she’d filled and looked at Simion again. “Do you think five is going to be enough?”

      “For what?” he asked. “It’ll fill your tank enough to get you to Prague and back a few times, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      She nodded decisively. “Good enough.” As far as she could tell, Simion hadn’t reported her strange activity to Havel, probably because he thought she was filling her personal car up with gas in the stupidest way possible. She loved when bodyguards misjudged her. In the past, very few thought her capable of causing enough harm to report on her activities, which was how she was able to rise up as the Phantom undetected by her own family.

      She handed Simion two of the cannisters and picked up the other two, letting out a groan as she realized how heavy they were. Looking down at her son, she decided if he couldn’t carry his cannister, she’d leave it behind and see what kind of a fire four cannisters could set.

      “Let’s go team!” she said cheerfully, setting off at a brisk pace back toward the cottage. They had to cross a short section of the estate, following the winding road where it led to the cottage. With the full canisters it took them almost ten minutes.

      Leeza entertained Kris with a song as they walked, then pointed out a bird that had landed on a nearby tree, telling him it was a starling that would fly south for the winter in a few months. Kris was fascinated by the bird, and they stopped for a moment while he took pictures of it with Leeza’s phone.

      As they reached the cottage, Leeza discovered a pleasant surprise. Saskia was standing outside, her hand lifted as if she was about to knock.

      “Saskia!” Leeza shouted as they neared the front door, startling her sister.

      “Uh… what’s happening?” Saskia glanced past Leeza to where Kris was standing with his cannister.

      Simion stood next to Kris, the expression on his face becoming more and more suspicious. Leeza suppressed a grin at how long it took for the bodyguard to realize the gas she had in hand was not destined for her Fiat.

      “Come on in,” Leeza said, pushing past Saskia to open the door. Looking over her shoulder, she said to Simion, “Bring the gas inside please.”

      “Uh, ma’am…?”

      She ignored the question in his voice and entered the house. “Upstairs, I think,” she murmured, carrying a cannister up the stairs. The others trailed after her.

      She went into the one room she most wanted to burn first, looking around as she did. Oddly, spending part of the night in this bedroom with Havel had lessened its horror for her. She still hated it, but it didn’t have the same hold over her as it had when she’d shared the house with Adam. It was just a room, same as any other.

      She opened the door to the closet and stepped inside. Rows of Adam’s clothing greeted her. Brown tailored trousers, white button-up shirts, brown coats, dozens of blue patterned ties. Several belts lined the back of the door and she touched each one, remembering the way they’d struck her flesh, bruising her, teaching her the lessons that brought her to this moment.

      She hefted the cannister and tried to throw gas on the clothes, but nothing came out. “Damn it,” she muttered, setting it on the ground and fiddling with it.

      “Here, let me.” Saskia kneeled with her, twisting the cap, then flipping it upside down and locking it into place. “This way the spout helps you aim, like if you were filling a gas tank. Like how these things are supposed to be used.”

      Leeza laughed as she imagined her sister filling gas cannisters. It was an easy image to call up. Saskia was a wild card, but her wildness would come in handy now. She was always up for mischief.

      Leeza gripped her sister’s face. “You’re absolutely perfect. Don’t ever let anyone change you.”

      Saskia looked surprised and pleased. “Who are you and what have you done with my stick-in-the-mud sister?”

      Leeza grinned. “We’re burning her, along with everything else in this terrible little house.”

      “Awesome!”

      Leeza stood, hefted the gas can and began tossing gas on all the clothes, inhaling the scent with enjoyment. The sharp smell was already helping her forget the odor of cleaning supplies. She left the closet and sprayed the bed with gas.

      “Mrs. Horáček!” Simion said, alarm in his voice.

      “Don’t call me that!” she snapped, then took a couple of deep breaths, before saying, “You can call me… ” What should he call her? She wasn’t Adam’s wife any longer and she wasn’t a Koba. Not by birth anyway.

      “Her name is Leeza,” Saskia said firmly, but Simion wasn’t listening. He had already left the room, his phone to his ear. She suspected he’d been ordered not to touch her, which definitely helped with her current plan. He was probably calling Havel, but he was going to be too late. It would take Havel at least five minutes to get from the main house to the cottage if he was driving. She could empty her cans and light a match in that time. And if Simion tried to stop her, they would find out if her years of Krav Maga training were worth anything.

      Leeza looked at her sister. “You know I’m not a Koba?”

      “Not by birth, but you were definitely raised Koba.” Saskia eyed her, then added, “You might be the most Koba one of us.”

      Leeza laughed, then noticed Havel’s wallet on the dresser. Oops, he should’ve taken that with him. She doused it in gasoline.

      “Jozef and Shaun told me about your father, Vasiliy Stanovich.”

      They continued down the hall, pausing at Kris’s room. Leeza couldn’t bring herself to douse his room, though it was going to burn with the rest of the house. It smelled like him and had his things in it. Kris pushed past her, walked purposefully to the bed and hefted his gas can on top, tipping it over and jumping back when it splashed.

      Leeza laughed. “What a good helper you are!” She snatched his teddy off the pillow, shoving it toward Saskia, then thought about grabbing a few more things. Kris did best when he was surrounded by things that were familiar.

      The decision was taken out of her hands because he’d enthusiastically thrown gas on everything within his reach.

      Next, they went to her bedroom where she continued her campaign. She stopped long enough to kneel next to the bed and pull a gun out from between the mattresses.

      “Nice, I keep one under my mattress too,” Saskia said as she enthusiastically ripped Leeza’s clothes off the hangers and doused them in gas. Saskia had never appreciated Leeza’s ‘boring’ approach to style. She would have happily burned every last pair of yoga pants and pencil skirt years ago if Leeza had let her.

      “We have to hurry,” Leeza said, dropping her empty cannister and heading for the stairs to snatch up the one Simion had put down. She rushed through the rest of the house, throwing gas as she went. Saskia and Kris followed.

      Leeza grabbed Kris’s hand and rushed for the front door. As she sprinted outside, she saw Havel pull up to the driveway in one of the estate’s Humvees. He leapt out of the driver’s side, surprisingly graceful for such a large man, and rushed toward her.

      "Take him," Leeza said.

      Saskia grabbed Kris’s hand and they ran to the edge of the yard. Kris pressed himself against her legs as they both turned to watch the action.

      Simion stood a few feet away, looking helplessly between Leeza and Havel.

      As Havel strode toward Leeza she took her gun from the waistband of her pants and pointed it at him. She kept the safety on but covered it with her finger so he couldn’t see. She would never risk shooting him, but she couldn’t have him interfere either.

      “What are you doing?” he demanded, stopping in his tracks. “Put the gun down.”

      She knew he wouldn’t pull his guns on her, which were clearly visible in his under-arm holsters. He likely had another one in an ankle holster and any number of knives strapped about his person. Havel had always been a walking armory.

      “This is happening, Havel.” She slid her free hand into her pocket and pulled out a lighter.

      “You don’t want to burn your house down,” he said in what she was sure he thought was a reasonable tone, but she could see his annoyance. Probably because she was taking him away from his bromance with her cousin.

      She laughed, a good long, hearty belly laugh. “No, I really, really do want to burn this place to the ground.” Sobering, she glanced at her son, who was staring up at the sky. She lowered her voice. “This house is the root of every evil I’ve been forced to endure in the past eight years. I intend to burn the fucking thing.”

      Havel raised his eyebrows, then rubbed his chin as though he were having an epiphany. Then he nodded. “Okay, do it.”

      Skeptical of his easy capitulation, she kept the gun on him as she lit the Zippo. With a grin, she tossed the lighter inside. It landed on the floor and… did nothing.

      “Damn it.”

      The flame flickered but continued to burn. Dammit, she missed the gas!

      She took a couple of steps toward the door, intending to move the lighter, but then it caught. Flames erupted with a whoosh and raced through the house.

      Before she could celebrate her victory, she was lifted off the ground as Havel wrapped an arm around her middle, took the gun from her and dragged her to safety.

      Saskia, clutching Kris’s hand, backed up to a safe distance and Simion followed. The small group stood on the end of the driveway and watched as the house went up.

      Leeza laughed when the top floor windows burst, the flames eradicating Adam’s bedroom and all the demons within it.  A weight lifted off her and she felt like she could breathe. Really breathe. She had her son and she was home. Things might look different for them, but they were going to be okay.

      “Your cousin’s going to be pissed when he finds out you renovated without his permission,” Havel said as a smile played on his lips.

      They looked at each other and for the first time in a long time, she felt like they were in perfect sync. Neither of them wanted a reminder of Adam in their lives.
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      The wind shifted suddenly and blew the smoke of the fire in their direction. Inexplicably, Havel went from light to dark just as quickly. His eyes narrowed into a glare as he gripped her arm.

      "Take care of Kris," he said to Saskia over his shoulder as he as hauled Leeza to his vehicle, which was parked at the head of the driveway.

      As he wrenched the door open, Saskia yelled out, “Where are you taking her?”

      He ignored her and shoved Leeza into the Humvee, slamming the door shut behind her. She watched with apprehension as he rounded the hood, his face settling into grim lines making him look older than his thirty-eight years.

      Once inside, he fired the engine, and glanced at her. “Jesus,” he swore as he yanked her seatbelt across her chest and buckled her in.

      He didn’t bother with his own seatbelt.

      “Where are you taking me?” She tried to sound belligerent, but it wasn’t easy. He was a large man and, as skilled as she was in hand-to-hand combat, she wouldn’t stand a chance if he decided she wasn’t worth the effort.

      Leeza eyed him. In the past, she admired his strength, loved watching him work out. But his strength was also a powerful weapon. She thought back to the night before, how he'd raised his hand as if to strike her. If he lost control, one blow from him could kill her.

      “The Shed,” Havel growled, his eyes fixed on the road.

      The breath froze in her throat and her heart stuttered. The Shed was where the Koba crime family took their prisoners. Those who entered the building didn’t usually leave.

      “So, you’ve decided I’m more trouble than I’m worth.” She tried to sound tough, but her voice was trembling.

      Havel glanced at her impatiently as he took the estate roads too fast. “If I wanted you dead, then you’d be dead already.”

      His words calmed her heartrate a little, but not entirely. “What about my cousin? What does he want?”

      “You talked to him yourself. He’s giving you the chance to prove your loyalty, though burning down a building on his property isn’t going to please him.”

      “If you’re not going to kill me, then why the Shed?” she demanded. “That’s where you take prisoners.”

      “Exactly,” he replied, his tone chilling her.

      When they arrived, he yanked her seatbelt off her and dragged her across the console and out his door.

      “Goddamit, Havel!” She stumbled from the vehicle, gripping the doorframe so as not to fall over.

      He slammed the Humvee’s door shut and dragged her into the Shed. The Shed was a long, rectangular building with narrow windows high on the walls that did little to add light to the area. The low wattage flat panel lights that lined the ceilings created shadows on the grey walls and added an air of menace to the terrifying surroundings.

      Leeza had been inside twice in her life. Once as a pre-teen when Saskia tricked her into going inside one of the cells and then the brat locked the door on her older sister and ran off.  Despite her terror at the time, Leeza managed to get through the first hour without full out panicking, but the more time that passed, the more terrified she became. She screamed and shouted until she was hoarse but no one came to rescue her. As darkness descended, all her fears came to life, demons in the dark corners, ghosts brushing against her skin. She ended up sitting in the centre of the cell, her arms wrapped around her knees as she sobbed. This was how Havel found her.

      The second time she’d entered had been to exorcise the demons that haunted her from the traumatic first time. It had helped to a degree, but she still hated the building and what it represented.

      God, how had she ever thought she could hack it as a mafia queen? Taking over her birth father’s organization as the Phantom to prove that she could play with the men had been colossally stupid. She was nothing but a mafia trophy and these days, she couldn’t even claim that title.

      The shed seemed to be deserted when they entered, a small mercy that she didn’t have to share space with other prisoners. Havel pulled her to a cell on the far end, gripping her as if she would bolt if he let go of her arm. Given the chance, she would.

      The cell had a toilet, sink, and a thin mattress on a cot.

      Havel let go of her arm once they were alone in the cell.

      “If you were trying to get my attention, congratulations, you got it,” he drawled, crossing his arms over his chest. Her eyes flicked to his biceps, which showed off a wealth of ink and muscles as they bulged.

      Leeza glared at Havel, crossing her arms as well. “Don’t flatter yourself. I did what I should’ve done years ago.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Set fire to your home?”

      “That place was never a home,” she countered frostily.

      He studied her. “One day you’re going to tell me what went on under that roof.”

      When hell froze over. “Don’t hold your breath.”

      He took a step toward her and she took a step back.

      “I don’t need to hold my breath.” His voice lowered and his gaze fixed on her lips. “I can get whatever I want out of you.”

      “Torture?” she scoffed. “Give it your best shot.”

      “Sure,” he said with a laugh. “If that’s what you wanna call it.”

      She hated arguing with him. Not because of the argument itself. Fighting with Havel was always stimulating and sometimes even fun. No, she hated that he always won. She ran out of words before he did, which made it seem like he had the better point, and he almost never did.

      “Why did you bring me here?” she demanded.

      He took another step closer, and again, she backed away. Her thighs hit the bed, trapping her. He took another step, bringing him close enough that she could feel the warmth from his massive body.

      "I've brought you to the Shed to remind you that you don't make a fucking move without my say so. You don't leave the premises, you don't drag your sister into your shit, and you don't burn down fucking houses!" He flared his nostrils as he took a breath. "You are here to remind you of what you are."

      “What am I?” she demanded, lifting her chin defiantly.

      “My prisoner.”

      A shaft of fear went through her, but it was mixed with desire. She hated that she still wanted him. It was years of conditioning, she decided. Everything about him made her want him - his strength, the commanding way he carried himself, his self-assurance. He was her version of perfect.

      “What does that mean?” She badly wanted to sidle away from him, but appearing calm and collected was more important. “Are you going to torture me until I give in and agree to marry you? I have to say, that’s not a great way to introduce romance into a relationship.”

      He snorted, though there was little humor in his tone. “Nothing so dramatic as torture. You’ll stay here for a few days; think about what kind of life you’d like to live.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      He dropped his arms to his sides so his chest brushed against hers.

      Her body betrayed her as her nipples turned diamond hard.

      “You have two choices. Option one, you live out your days here as a neutralized threat to the new Koba empire. Or option two, you marry me and spend your time at home with your son.”

      Leeza's heart sank. "Those are my options? I can rot in this cell or become your captive housewife?"

      She turned her back on him so he couldn’t see her sadness. All she’d ever wanted was to be more than the men around her deemed her capable of being. She was more, but they couldn’t see it. No one except her birth father, but he was living in Poland, and they’d only begun to get to know each other. She wasn’t even sure if Havel would allow her to see Vasiliy again.

      The only business she knew was organized crime, but because she’d been born female, she was forever delegated to mafia princess. She was to be tucked away somewhere and paraded out during events where the entire family had to present a united front to the world.

      Now that Dasha and Krystoff were dead, she imagined those events would likely end. She couldn’t see Jozef’s neurosurgeon wife, Shaun, wanting to throw an elaborate party for the local crime families.

      Shaun understood what it was like to be a powerful career woman in a mafia world. Maybe Leeza could get Shaun’s help in convincing Jozef to elevate her from the position of mafia wife and give her a job worthy of her skills. Or at least elevate her from position of prisoner because this wasn’t going to work for her.

      She felt Havel’s fingers curve over her shoulders and jerked away from him so hard, she bashed her knee into the bed. Crying out, she half fell onto the cot, gripping her leg. Havel caught her from behind, turning her and helping her to sit.

      Though his frown was fierce, he was surprisingly gentle as he kneeled in front of her and probed her knee.

      “It’s fine,” she murmured.

      He looked into her eyes. “You’re a difficult woman, Leeza Koba.”

      She let out a laugh before she could call it back. She couldn’t disagree with his assessment. “Then why marry me?”

      “I want a built-in chef,” he quipped, his lips tilting.

      She smiled tremulously at his attempt at humor. "I hate cooking and I’m bad at it.”

      But he knew that, of course. Pushing himself to his feet, he backed away from her. “Guess you’ll have to learn.”

      “You saw what happens when I play with fire,” she taunted. “Are you sure I should have access to a stove?”

      He chuckled and then the smile gradually fell from his lips.

      “You’re really leaving me in here?” she asked as he walked toward the door.

      He stopped and turned back to her. His expression was hard and unyielding. “Take some time to yourself. Reconcile with the inevitable. Like it or not, we’re getting married.”

      “I don’t want to marry you, Havel,” she said quietly as she looked down at her hands.

      “I know,” he said grimly. “I’ve always known that. Lucky for me, you don’t get a choice this time.”

      He left before she could answer him.

      “If I’d had a choice last time, it would have been you,” she whispered, falling back onto the bed and covering her face with her hands. The difference now was that she knew what marriage was like and she’d rather die than go through it again.
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      A scraping sound woke Leeza, sending her into a cold sweat. She could tell it was the middle of the night from the moonlight filtering through the bars of the cell. Havel hadn’t come back after leaving her in the Shed, but he’d sent a guard to drop off food. She assumed the guard was still out there.

      “Hello?” she called softly, spooked as the scraping sound continued.

      She realized it was the door lock when someone rattled the door.

      Except for the separation from her son, she was mostly okay with being locked up. She’d napped, eaten her meal and done some light exercises. If she’d had a book or some other form of entertainment, she would’ve called the time spent in her prison a nice vacation from real life.

      But she couldn’t stop the fear running through her as the door continued to rattle. She rose from the bed and took a fighting stance as the door flew open and someone came tumbling inside.

      “Ouch!” a female voice snapped from the floor. “Motherfucker, that hurt.”

      “Saskia?”

      “Who else is going to rescue you in the middle of the night?” her grumpy voice said from across the cell. Saskia picked herself up off the floor and grinned, her white teeth flashing in the moonlight. “You ready to get out of here?”

      “How did you get in?” Leeza straightened, dropping her fists. “Isn’t there a guard out there?”

      “Yeah, but I told him Havel needed him urgently. He’s probably going to get fired. Who lets a nineteen-year-old lie and sneak into a jail cell without questioning the veracity of her story?”

      “You’re not an average teenager,” Leeza said dryly.

      Saskia shrugged. “Who’s to say? I don’t really get much of a chance to hang with my peers.”

      Though the words were lighthearted, Leeza felt the underlying pain to them. Their lives had never been normal. They’d been educated by tutors until they were fourteen, then sent to boarding school in England to finish off their education, which was as close as either had come to having girlfriends.

      Leeza walked to the door, squeezing Saskia’s shoulder as she passed. It surprised her to feel the fragile bones beneath her sister’s sweater. Saskia had always been the curvier of the two. She was shorter, but her body was fuller. Her weight loss was probably due to the stress of Jozef’s takeover and the loss of their parents. Leeza had lost weight as well.

      Before Leeza could leave the cell, something hurtled out of the darkness at her, striking her in the middle. She gasped and stumbled back before realizing it was her son clinging to her.

      She gaped at her sister. “You brought my child to a jail break?”

      Saskia shrugged. “He didn’t want to stay by himself.”

      “You could’ve left him with Shaun or any number of people!”

      Saskia narrowed her eyes. “You brought him to a house burning. I challenge you to choose which of us is the worst role model he’s had today.”

      Despite her irritation, Leeza laughed. “Touché, brat.”

      Together, the three of them left the Shed and headed for the main house. They weren’t worried about getting caught since the house staff would expect to see any one of them wandering around. Havel was a private person, so it was unlikely he's put out an estate wide notice of her incarceration.

      Sure enough, as they passed the main entrance, one of the house guards nodded toward the trio but didn’t otherwise acknowledge them.

      “You hungry?” Saskia asked.

      Leeza was about to say no, that she’d eaten in the Shed, but she stopped herself. She’d spent months on the run, sometimes forgoing a meal rather than venturing into populated areas to pick up food. The only time she risked exposure was when there wasn't enough food for Kris. She had no problem going hungry as long as Kris was fed. Now that she was safe in the mansion and relatively certain her future didn’t include immediate death, her tummy was perking up at the thought of a well-stocked pantry.

      In the kitchen, they ransacked the fridge and cupboards, then went upstairs to the family’s private quarters. Upon entering Saskia’s suite, they dumped their armloads of snacks on the couch.

      "Okay," Leeza said, her hands on her hips as she looked around the room. "How're we going to do this?"

      "Umm," Saskia replied. "Put the cushions from the couch on the floor and each sit on one."

      Leeza dubiously considered Saskia's suggestion. "I don't think that would be very comfortable."

      "It would be if we leaned our backs against the couch."

      Leeza nodded her head towards Kris. "He'll get tired and want to lie down. Let's bring your mattress in here."

      Saskia's face lit up. "And they say you aren't a genius."

      "Who says that?" Leeza said as she headed towards the bedroom. "And why are they still living?"

      Kris laughed and clapped his hands when Saskia and Leeza struggled to pull the mattress into the living room, then, when they got it into place, he leapt on it excitedly, his stuffed bear clutched in his arms. Saskia giggled and climbed onto the mattress with him, settling down for a TV marathon.

      After she showered, Leeza borrowed a pair of sleep shorts and a sleeveless top from Saskia, then joined the other two on the mattress and reached for a handful of popcorn.

      The three of them watched The Last Unicorn, one of Saskia’s favourite childhood movies, then a Czech children’s show until Kris fell asleep. Leeza curved herself around his slumbering body, a sense of well-being settling over her. She’d forgotten how much she loved spending time with her sister.

      The eight-year age difference between Leeza and her sister didn't seem to matter to either of them. But when Leeza married Adam, their relationship grew distant because Leeza's sole focus was survival. This became even more pronounced after Kris came along – she had to protect him and the only way to do that was to stay alive.

      However, from the moment Kris was born, it was apparent Adam had little interest in his son. And what little interest he had went to zero when Kris was diagnosed with Autism. He’d seen Kris as defective but didn’t want more children. If he'd had his way, they wouldn't have even had Kris, but her father had pushed them into producing an heir. Once he was born, she realized Kris was her greatest accomplishment, and she would protect him until her last breath.

      She gently pushed his hair off his forehead, then pressed a kiss against his soft skin. He smelled of soap, popcorn and juice. She closed her eyes and smiled, breathing him in. The cottage she’d shared with Adam had never been ‘home,’ but this was. Her sleeping child snuggled in her arms, her sister laughing softly at the comedy they were now watching.

      Leeza watched her sister, her smile drifting away. “How are you?”

      Saskia looked at her in surprise, then the light in her eyes dimmed. “I’m okay, but it’s been tough. Losing both mom and dad only a couple months apart was really hard. And not knowing where you were. It was just… hard.”

      Leeza reached across Kris and squeezed Saskia’s hand. “I’m sorry you suffered. I didn’t want to involve you in my problems, then when I left Adam and went on the run, I was worried I would get you in trouble if Jozef and Havel found out I was in touch with you.”

      Saskia moved her hand from Leeza’s grip. “You should have trusted me. I wouldn’t have gotten you caught.”

      Leeza studied her sister, the seriousness of her expression, the air of fatigued maturity about her, and her heart ached. Saskia was right, she should have tried harder to find a way to let her sister know they were okay. It wasn’t fair to leave Saskia in the dark, especially after the violent deaths of their parents.

      Actually… Krystoff hadn’t been Leeza’s parent.

      For a long time, their mother had kept the dark secret of her affair, along with the identity of Leeza’s birth father. Leeza didn’t know how Krystoff eventually found out, but she was positive now that he’d married her off to Adam Horáček after finding out. She’d never know for sure, since he was dead now, but she suspected it was Krystoff’s revenge against both her and her mother.

      “Are you okay with us not sharing a father?” Leeza asked her sister.

      Saskia laughed. “There’s not much we can do about your birth circumstances now, is there?”

      “I guess not,” Leeza agreed ruefully.

      Saskia pushed herself up on the mattress, leaning against the back of the couch, her eyes growing distant. “We’ve never shared much, have we? We’re completely different, so it doesn’t matter if we share fifty percent less blood.”

      Leeza giggled at her sister’s description but agreed. “I’m sorry we drifted apart after I got married.”

      “You’re sorry a lot tonight, aren’t you?” Saskia said dryly, then added, “I’m starting to see why you distanced yourself from everyone after you got married. I mean, I guess I should probably know more about Adam since he was part of our family for almost a decade, but he was hard to get to know. He wasn’t a good man, was he?”

      “No, he wasn’t,” Leeza agreed grimly. “And you were better off not knowing much about him.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Saskia quietly offered.

      Leeza hesitated, then shook her head. “No, not yet.” Maybe never. She didn’t know if there would ever be a time that she could force the confessions of what he’d done to her past her lips.

      She thought of Havel and his insistence that one day she would talk to him about it and didn’t know what to feel. Short of torture, he couldn't make her talk about her past with Adam. And he wouldn't torture her, of that she was sure. A warmth spread through her body as the thought of him and who he used to be. Of who they used to be together. It made her full of longing and regret for a past they never had.

      She banished her thoughts. The past couldn't be changed and Havel was no longer the man he once was. Yes, he was still sexy, still had a magnetic powerful presence, but he was also a kidnapping mercenary with too many tattoos to be considered decent. “How’s school going?” Leeza asked, changing the subject.

      Saskia was taking linguistic studies at the University of Prague. She’d just finished her second year. “Great!” she replied. “I had this one professor who tried to give me a B in Ancient Languages, but I set him straight.”

      “Did you threaten to send Havel after him?” Leeza asked with a laugh. Havel was always quick to take care of any issue that Leeza and Saskia had.

      “No, I’m learning how to take care of my own problems these days,” Saskia said proudly. “I handed him a copy of his own book on ancient Mediterranean languages with all the typos marked in red. He was very appreciative and agreed to adjust my mark.”

      Leeza laughed. “You’re such a know-it-all brat.”

      “I learned from the best.”

      They talked late into the night and eventually fell asleep with Kris snuggled between them, the light from the TV playing across the room.
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      A loud hammering startled Leeza and she woke instantly, adrenaline rushing through her as her hand automatically sought the weapon she always left beneath her mattress.

      Only she wasn’t at home or in one of her hideouts and there was no gun under her mattress. She took a deep breath as the panic subsided. Her months on the run had definitely destroyed her sense of calm.

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got it,” Saskia said with a giant yawn. She rolled out of their makeshift bed and stood, her nightshirt rumpled and her ponytail a riot of flyaway hairs. She jerked the door open and muttered, “Whadda ya wan’?”

      Havel stood on the other side, massive arms crossed over an equally massive chest, muscles and tattoos rippling in a way that had Leeza’s morning libido heating up.

      Havel’s eyes sought her out. He pushed past Saskia and strode into the room.

      Kris rolled sleepily against Leeza’s side, wrapping his arm around her middle. She placed a hand protectively on his shoulder, her heart hammering as Havel crouched next to her.

      He gripped her chin and tilted her face up to his. “If I ever again find you somewhere other than where I put you, I will lock you up and throw away the key.”

      Anger surged through her and she shoved his hand away. “Don’t touch me.”

      He ignored her, grabbing her chin again, this time so hard Leeza feared he’d leave finger marks. He glanced at Kris, then lowered his voice as he forced her to look at him again. “Tell me you understand.”

      “I understand basic English, if that’s what you mean,” she snapped.

      Saskia interrupted, her voice high with anxiety. “I let her out of the Shed, so please don’t take your anger out on her. It was my fault, so whatever you’re going to do to her, do it to me instead.”

      Because Leeza was forced to keep looking at Havel, she saw the emotion flickering behind his deadly gaze. He had a soft spot when it came to the younger Koba sister, which meant he couldn’t punish Leeza without punishing her rescuer.

      Havel released Leeza and placed his fists against the floor, his gaze never leaving Leeza’s as he pushed himself up. “No punishment,” he said, then added, “Be ready to leave in an hour.”

      “Where are we going?”

      But he was already on his way out. Leeza wanted to call out to him, demand he tell her what was happening, but there was no point. She wouldn’t get any answers until he was ready.

      As the door slammed behind him, Leeza collapsed back onto the mattress, covering her face with her hands. “I hate that man.”

      Kris was moving around beside her, reaching for the dolls Saskia had set out for him the night before.

      “You don’t hate him,” Saskia said, climbing over the back of the couch and settling down. “He is really intense though, especially around you. I think when you ran off, he took it personally, which is weird because why would he? Also, Jozef doesn’t seem nearly as upset about it. When you were gone, he was mostly concerned about finding you and making sure you were safe.”

      It pleased Leeza to know that her cousin cared. Took some of the sting out of his earlier plan to have her killed so he would have a clear path to the Koba seat of power.

      “I suspect Havel will be this way until after the wedding,” she said, running her fingers through the tangles in her hair.

      “Wedding? What wedding?” Saskia asked in confusion. “Is Havel getting married?” She paused, staring off into space, then added, “I don’t think I’ve ever seen him with a woman. I thought maybe he was asexual or something.”

      Leeza burst out laughing. Havel was definitely not asexual. She’d felt the proof of his lust when they’d made out in her ex-husband’s bed.

      The thought of Adam sent a shudder of distaste down her spine. Thank goodness she’d burnt everything in that house, including a bed she’d spent too many humiliating nights in.

      Never again.

      “It’s me he intends to marry,” Leeza said grimly, curling onto her side to watch Kris as he maneuvered the legs on a doll to make it seem like it was walking.

      Saskia laughed, then sat up straighter when Leeza didn’t laugh with her. “You’re joking, right? Why would Havel want to marry you?”

      Ouch.

      Saskia hadn’t known that Havel and Leeza were seeing each other before Krystoff gave Leeza to Adam in marriage. She’d been too young to see the flirtations, to notice the way Havel dogged Leeza’s steps, protecting her to the point of overdoing it.

      She and Havel had been in love… or so she thought, but after she and Adam were married, he became cold and distant. She never understood his resentment, but maybe he never understood that she'd had no choice.

      “I wish I was joking,” Leeza said sadly, “but he’s told me to prepare for the wedding. He even has Jozef’s blessing.”

      “I hate to be a wedding pooper, but aren’t you already married?” Saskia pointed out.

      “Havel and Jozef got me a divorce while I was on the run,” Leeza confided. “Apparently, it’s real. I’m free to marry again.”

      Saskia gaped at her. “Sometimes I forget how much money we have. It’s insane the things we can do.”

      Saskia meant ‘we’ as in the family, but Leeza understood. “You mean the illegal things we can do,” she replied with a small frown.

      Saskia shrugged. “We do what we gotta do to get things done.”

      “Spoken like a true mafia princess.”

      Saskia laughed. “I thought we weren’t supposed to say that part out loud.”

      “Self-awareness isn’t illegal,” Leeza quipped, which made Saskia laugh harder.

      “I would bet Shaun would agree,” she said once she’d calmed down.

      Leeza thought Saskia was right. Shaun had a kind of self-awareness that she’d brought to the family when she arrived. She knew exactly who the Kobas were and what they did for a living and she bucked the system, getting herself into hot water with her captors. Jozef kept her from being hurt though, because he'd fallen in love with her and wouldn't let anyone harm a hair on her head.

      “You better get ready to go before Havel comes looking for you,” Saskia urged.

      Leeza rolled off the mattress and stood up. “Yeah, I don’t really want to know what he’ll do if I’m not ready.”

      “He would take you dressed like that,” Saskia said without pause and they both laughed because she was right. Still smiling, Saskia said, “It’s nice to see you this way.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Saskia tilted her head as though it should be obvious. “I haven’t seen you smile or laugh this much since we were children. It looks good on you.”

      “Thanks,” she murmured, warmth spreading through her chest.

      Despite being forced to come back to Prague, Leeza was starting to feel more relaxed than she’d felt in years. Everything in her life was still in chaos, but the father who’d sold her to a monster was dead and the monster himself was in the wind. And she couldn't deny that she felt a sense of safety since Havel brought her back. Now that she knew Josef wasn't going to order her death, that she was going to live to see Kris grow up, nothing else mattered.

      Shrugging off her thoughts, Leeza rummaged through Saskia’s closet for another outfit. After changing, she looked at herself in the mirror, admiring the way Saskia’s clothes looked on her. A pair of tight stretchy jeans molded her thighs like latex and were a few inches too short. She rolled up the bottoms a couple of times, so they looked that way on purpose. There were rips in the knees and thighs and a skull with pink hearts around it stitched onto the ass. She paired it with a black T-shirt emblazoned with an Alice Copper logo.

      She was surprised at how much she liked it. Saskia’s style tended to be eclectic, with clothes that had a deliberately worn look, trending toward grunge and goth, while Leeza went with more mom-ish clothes like yoga pants, expensive but simple tops, jumpsuits, pencil skirts and cowl-necked sweaters.

      The outfit she had on was one of the more conservative ones she was able to find in Saskia’s closet, but Leeza liked how it transformed her. She looked… kind of hot. Younger, less serious. Like she was ready to go to university or a grunge nightclub.

      “Thanks,” Leeza said, turning to her sister. “For everything. For helping me take care of Kris, for busting me out of jail, and the clothes. You’ve been…” she stopped, her throat swelling with emotion. “It’s really good to be back.”

      When she’d been running with Kris, she hadn’t known if she would ever see her sister again. The thought had been heart-wrenching at the time. Now, the relief she was feeling at being reunited with her sister was almost overwhelming.

      Saskia gave her a quick hug, then they got Kris ready to go. They didn’t know if Havel wanted to leave with just Leeza or include Kris, so they figured they better be ready for either eventuality.

      Havel was waiting by the front doors when Leeza and Kris arrived. Kris was holding a piece of multigrain toast with jam in one hand and a banana in the other.

      Havel frowned down at him. “I didn’t mean to rush him. You can take him to the kitchen to eat and meet me back here when he’s done.”

      So, he hadn’t meant to inconvenience Kris, just her. Still, it warmed her heart that Havel was so conscientious of Kris, especially since her son rarely spoke up for himself.

      “He prefers to eat on the go,” she assured him. “It can be difficult for him to sit in a chair for extended periods of time. I find he eats more if he’s moving instead of sitting.”

      Havel nodded, then wordlessly opened the door and waved her out.

      Leeza touched Kris’s shoulder, guiding him out the door and onto the steps leading down to a waiting vehicle.

      The familiarity of the scene struck her so hard she couldn’t breathe for a moment. She stared out across the front of the estate, taking in the curved driveway, the trees lining the road, the perfectly manicured lawn, the statues, the shrubbery. The last time she’d been here, her parents were still alive.

      "I…" she couldn't finish as sorrow gripped her. She was home, but also not, because everything was the same, but at the same time, nothing was.

      Havel stepped in front of her, his big body blocking her view. She looked up at him and was relieved to see understanding on his face.

      “You’re going to be okay,” he said gently.

      She shook her head and looked away. How could she possibly be okay?

      Havel caught her chin and tilted her face to his. He placed his lips against her temple, lingering for a few seconds before moving his mouth to the sensitive spot below her ear. A shiver snaked down her spine and sadness turned to anticipation. Her breath caught as he moved his fingers to caress her cheek, his breath skimming across her ear. Her nipples hardened and desire pooled in her stomach.

      “You belong to me now, sweetheart, and I will never again make the mistake of letting you go.” He locked eyes with her, his mouth only a few inches from hers. “You understand.”

      She stared back at him and slowly nodded, comforted.

      Without another word, he turned on the steps, called to Kris and descended to the waiting vehicle, Leeza trailing after him.
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      “Where are you taking us?” Leeza asked as they drove across the bridge that would take them into the heart of downtown Prague.

      “Shopping,” Havel drawled, looking back at her from the front passenger seat. The driver was Guard Dog team member and bodyguard, Cooper. She hadn’t talked to him much, but she knew who he was.

      Leeza was in the back, Kris on one side of her strapped into his car seat and a female bodyguard on her other side. She hadn’t met the woman before but was impressed that Jozef and Havel were open to the idea of having a woman working security. It was a progressive move for the new Koba boss and his number one.

      “Ayaan,” the woman said, catching Leeza’s eye.

      Leeza nodded. “Leeza.”

      Ayaan gave her a slight smile because of course she knew who Leeza was. Leeza and Kris were her principals for the day and she would have been briefed before the assignment.

      Leeza shivered as she remembered a similar car ride she’d had into the city. Only the unwilling occupant had been Shaun, and Leeza had been one of her captors. Shame stole through her as she realized how helpless her new cousin-in-law must have felt at the time.

      It took some effort to shift her mood from melancholy to super-mom. Settling back into her seat, Leeza turned to her son with a bright smile and said in an excited voice, “Havel is taking us shopping! Imagine all the things we can buy with his credit card. He’ll have to ask Uncle Jozef for overtime.”

      Kris grinned and scrunched his eyes but continued looking out the window.

      Her heart sank as the SUV pulled up outside the luxury jewelry store the Koba family had frequented for decades. She didn’t need to ask why they were there. Havel was serious in his desire to marry her, which meant they would need rings.

      Leeza unclasped Kris from his seat and climbed out after him as Cooper held the door. Havel took her hand, though she tried to snatch it away, while Ayaan and Cooper took their places behind the trio. Four burly bodyguards joined them from another vehicle that pulled up behind theirs.

      Leeza raised an eyebrow at Havel. “Overkill, don’t you think?”

      “No, I don’t,” he said grimly, his eyes scanning the area as they traversed the dozen or so steps to the jewelry shop.

      “Are we in danger?” She pulled Kris closer against her side.

      Seeing her fear, Havel’s face softened. “You know me, sweetheart. I’m paranoid. Overkill is kind of my thing.”

      She relaxed. He was right. She did know him and he’d always been protective of the family. Especially of you, she reminded herself. Even after she married Adam and Havel grew cold toward her, he still took her security seriously, checking up on her and making sure she had the most vigilant bodyguards accompanying her into the city.

      As the team entered the store and spread out, covering the exits, it occurred to her that, Laslo, the owner of the jewelry store was expecting their party. No one raised an eyebrow at the excessive security surrounding a couple entering a store that already had plenty of visible security. In fact, it was the in-store security guards who looked uncomfortable with this new development.

      “Ms. Koba, how lovely to see you again,” Laslo said warmly, reaching for her hand. She pulled it from Havel’s grip and allowed the small, bespectacled man to take it. Leeza wasn’t surprised by his warm attitude. Her family had spent a good portion of their sizeable fortune in the shop.

      Havel tugged her hand from the jeweler’s and took a step forward into the other man’s personal space. Laslo looked at Havel with a nervous smile. “Mr. Tsotsarov, welcome to my humble shop.”

      Havel grunted, gripped Leeza’s arm, sidestepping the man and strode to one of the displays, pointing. “Show us these,” he demanded.

      Leeza’s lips twitched and she covered her mouth with a hand to keep her laughter inside. Laslo schooled his features to hide his shock and insult over Havel’s rude behaviour. It reminded Leeza of the old days when Havel was her bodyguard, accompanying her around the city as she shopped or hung out with her friends at Zmatek.

      He had no patience for social deference if a person hadn’t earned it. If someone was rude to him then he was going to be rude back, no matter what position of power or wealth they held. As the Koba family’s favourite bodyguard, Havel had been in the store many times. Back then, Laslo hadn’t been as pleasant.

      The jeweler recovered quickly and skittered behind the display cases, pasting a professional look on his face as he unlocked the case in question and pulled out the velvet bed containing several wedding rings.

      Leeza was relieved that they weren’t engagement rings. The thought of Havel sliding a big, expensive diamond onto her finger felt worse than looking at wedding bands. Engagement rings were for happy couples who were in love. Not for Leeza and Havel.

      Leeza hadn’t worn her wedding band from her previous marriage. It stayed in its box in the top drawer of her dresser. She’d only brought it out for formal occasions when it was important to the family that she publicly show off her connection to the Bratva.

      The last time had been Jozef and Shaun’s engagement party. An awful night. Shaun had been poisoned and almost died. While she was in the hospital fighting for her life, Leeza and Dasha had apologetically ushered guests out of the house. Ultimately, it had turned out to be Dasha, Leeza’s mother, who had poisoned Shaun.

      Now Dasha was gone.

      And so was the ring.

      Havel tipped her chin up. “What’s with the smile?” His tone was suspicious.

      “I was thinking about the house fire and everything that burned in it.”

      “Like my wallet,” he said, though his lips tilted up like her audacity at burning her marital home amused him.

      She nodded. “And my old wedding band.”

      “Good,” he said.

      “Good,” she whispered in a moment of total unity.

      She saw another flash of the old Havel as they stood looking at each other. It was disconcerting. The more time she spent in his presence, the more the past became clearer to her.

      Blinking, she looked away from him.

      He turned them back to the display. “Choose.”

      She looked down at the rings, her heart thudding as another memory assailed her. The moment when she stood at the head of the church with her soon-to-be husband, Adam, as he pushed a simple gold band onto her finger. She shuddered, revulsion washing over her. These rings symbolized the hell that was marriage and here she was, being forced to choose what the next phase of her bondage looked like.

      Blindly she reached for one, picking it up and setting it on the glass countertop. “This one.”

      She turned away, pasting a wide smile on her lips as she hunkered down to Kris’s level. “Want to look at some sparkly stuff?” She took his hand and led him to a display case filled with crystal animals.

      From behind her, she heard Havel say to Laslo, “Order a matching ring for me.”

      The jeweler cleared his voice. “Uh, this doesn’t come as a set.”

      “You can’t make it happen?” Though it came out like a question, Leeza knew it was a demand. She watched as Laslo scrubbed at the sweat that had broken out on his forehead. “Of course, I can,” he stammered.

      Havel gave the jeweler a hefty deposit and the group left the store. Instead of getting back into the SUV, Havel took Leeza’s arm. “Let’s get you two some clothes.”

      She nodded, realizing she hadn’t been very forward thinking when she’d burned the house down. She and Kris needed a whole new wardrobe and shopping was the one area where she knew how to shine. Her mother had taught her how to go on a proper shopping spree at an early age, so Leeza was prepared for the coming storm. So was Havel, having been through many a shopping expedition with the eldest Koba daughter.

      Neither Ayaan nor Cooper knew what they were in for, which led to a few amusing moments. Two hours later, Leeza had spent upwards of $20,000 and her bodyguards’ arms were piled high with her purchases.

      “How are we supposed to protect you with all these bags?” Ayaan muttered.

      Leeza looked over at her bodyguard. “You learn to do both and you do it quickly if you want to survive this business. It was my first lesson as a child. How to carry bags and pull a gun at the same time,” she teased.

      Ayaan narrowed her eyes. “I was holding a gun by the age of three and I killed my first attacker at age 9. I worked as a child soldier for many years before signing up with your cousin.”

      Leeza raised an eyebrow, intrigued. “What forms of hand-to-hand did you study?”

      “Jujitsu mostly, with some aikido and kung fu sprinkled in. You?”

      Leeza grinned. The other woman recognized a fellow combatant. “Only Krav Maga, but I’m really good.”

      Ayaan nodded. “We’ll take it into the ring and find out.” Scowling, she added, “Without the shopping bags.”

      “Deal,” Leeza agreed.

      It felt good but strange to chat amicably with another woman who wasn’t family. It had been months since she’d been able to make any real human connections. While on the run she kept a low profile and tried not to go into towns or cities too often. Unlike Saskia, Leeza was terrible at picking up languages and her English was heavily accented, which made communication a struggle while she travelled.

      Nodding toward Havel, who was down on one knee holding up a T-shirt for Kris’s approval, Ayaan said, “He’s the only person I can’t take down. Not even close. That’s the skill level I hope to reach one day.”

      Dinosaur! Kris signed, reaching for the shirt and holding it against his chest with glee.

      An ache in her throat had Leeza swallowing quickly and turning away. Kris had never had a proper male role model in his life. Adam hadn’t cared enough to spend time with his son. He barely talked to Kris unless it was to tell him to stop making noise.

      Ayaan cleared her throat drawing Leeza’s attention. She was waiting for a response.

      Leeza said, “I’ve never fought him, but I’ve heard he’s good.”

      Eyes wide, Ayaan shook her head. “He’s more than good, he’s impossible. Apparently, only your cousin can take him down, but I’ve heard a rumor that Havel lets himself become a punching bag when Jozef’s in a mood.”

      Leeza couldn’t help the laugh that slipped past her lips. “They’ve been that way for as long as I can remember. I think they’re probably evenly matched in the ring, but there’s no way Havel will let himself win when he’s up against the boss.”

      Ayaan frowned. “So, I should pull my punches when I’m sparring with Jozef?”

      “You definitely shouldn’t.” The two women exchanged a glance, which turned into a laugh. “Hit him as hard as you can and gloat over it. It’s not often anyone, let alone a woman, can go up against these guys and come out the other side unscathed.”

      Havel was now arguing with a saleswoman. “You can scan it without fucking touching it.”

      Leeza shoved her bags into Ayaan’s already full arms and hurried to intervene. She reached for the T-shirt, which was bundled protectively in Kris’s arms. Finding the tag, she yanked it off and handed it to the woman with a smile. “He doesn’t like to be touched.”

      Havel frowned. “That’s what I said.”

      Grin still pasted to her lips, Leeza replied, “It sounds different coming from me than it does from a tatted-up Neanderthal who grunts his demands with profanities rather than using full sentences.”

      The saleswoman coughed and hid a smile as she scanned the tag, her face innocently neutral as she turned back to him. “260 Koruna, please.”

      Havel paid for their items and they left the store surrounded by their bodyguards.

      Kris was getting fussy and Leeza’s feet were beginning to hurt. “Can we stop somewhere for a drink?”

      “Yes.” Havel opened the door, helping first Leeza, then Kris into the vehicle. “We’re going to Babi’s.” His eyes glittered like hard black diamonds as he closed the door, leaving her alone with a slowly creeping panic.

      Babi was the last person on the planet she wanted to see. Leeza hadn’t been able to face the woman since the day she’d broke Babi’s grandson’s heart.
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      Leeza’s stomach was churning as she helped Kris climb out of the car. Shaking her head at herself, she squared her shoulders and stepped up to Havel. She’d had her stepfather kidnapped, shot two men while helping her mother escape an assassination attempt, and spent years honing her reflexes so she could handle any combat situation. A frail 93-year-old woman should not cause her this much anxiety.

      Yet, here she was, sweating through her borrowed T-shirt.

      “She’s not going to eat you,” Havel said, picking up on her mental state.

      “I’ll eat her back if she tries anything,” Leeza replied with a bravado she definitely wasn’t feeling.

      “Do that and I’ll be forced to eat you with extreme prejudice.”

      Leeza couldn’t help the laugh that burst out of her. Leave it to Havel to make an inappropriate joke at a time like this.

      She’d always liked Adeline Tsotsarov who was called Babi by her loved ones. Babi was a tough woman who doted on her last remaining family. It was why she made Leeza nervous. Leeza had rejected her grandson, and Babi was a fierce protector of those she held dear.

      They approached the single-level dwelling and, as Havel hammered on the door, Leeza gazed at the house with a critical eye. “You can’t afford to buy her something better?”

      “The only move she’ll make is after she’s dead. She raised four children and seven grandchildren in this house and refuses to accept any offers of something bigger or fancier. I’ve tried.”

      Leeza’s face grew warm. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean…”

      “I know,” he said bluntly.

      A woman who appeared to be in her early forties answered the door, smiling widely. “I’m so glad you came.” Her smile became brittle when she turned it on Leeza. “Babi has been so excited for your visit.”

      She stepped aside allowing them to enter. Havel instructed their security team to remain outside, which was a good thing as there wasn’t enough room in the tiny home for the entire group.

      Leeza had been in the house before, first as a child stopping in for a treat whenever Havel brought her to the city for an appointment, then as a young woman hoping to marry Babi’s last surviving grandchild. Now that she wasn’t a starry-eyed girl who saw everything in the best possible light, she saw the home for what it represented. No amount of nostalgia could fix the place.

      The main room housed a kitchen, dining room and living room while the back of the house contained two small windowless bedrooms. The walls and floor were stained with water damage and the appliances looked like they’d been there for as long as the house, which was probably around sixty years.

      “Dítě!” Babi excitedly pushed herself up from her chair to greet Kris, who stood clutching a robot toy Havel had bought him in a children’s store.

      She'd aged since Leeza last saw her, which was eight years ago. Back then she'd appeared stronger, more solid. Now, her shoulders stooped, and her hair was thinner and whiter. She still dressed the same way though – a bargain bin dress, worn slip-on canvas shoes and the exact earrings she’d worn when Leeza last saw her.

      Babi reached for Kris and Leeza flinched, warring with indecision. Kris hated when strangers touched him, but she didn’t want to insult the older woman, especially if Havel went through with his preposterous plan to marry Leeza. It would make Babi her grandmother too, and Kris’s great-grandmother.

      Before Babi could grasp hold of Kris, Havel stepped in front of him and took his grandmother’s hands in his, bending to kiss her wrinkled cheeks. “Babi, it’s good to see you.”

      She beamed up at him. “It’s good to see you too, grandson.”

      He placed a hand at Leeza’s back and urged her forward. “You remember Leeza Koba?”

      Leeza couldn’t help the flush that stole up her throat and heated her face. She stood stiffly, waiting for Babi’s condemnation, but it didn’t come. Instead, Babi took her hands. “As beautiful as ever, child. If this young man is yours,” Babi smiled down at Kris, “then I see motherhood suits you very much.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Tsotsarov.” Leeza bent to kiss the other woman’s cheeks.

      “Call me Babi,” she insisted.

      “Babi,” Leeza said softly, smiling back.

      “Babi!” Kris yelled suddenly, startling them. “Babi! Babi!”

      Babi grinned and said, “Yes, I am Babi. Would you like a treat, child?”

      Treat! Kris signed excitedly.

      “What do you say?” Leeza reminded her son.

      Yes, please, I would like a treat from B-A-B-I, he signed dutifully, his eyes following the ceiling fan.

      Havel translated for his grandmother. “He said yes, please.”

      “Excellent.” Babi turned to the woman who had answered the door. “Anne, please fix a plate of snacks and some cold drinks for my guests.”

      They sat and made idle conversation while Anne prepared a platter with sandwiches, biscuits, and pastries. After they had been served, Havel startled Leeza as he took her hand.

      “We would like to ask your blessing for our union,” he said.

      Leeza’s heart dropped into her stomach. Somehow telling Babi about his crazy plan made it too real.

      Babi frowned. “But where is the child’s father?”

      “Dead,” Havel said flatly.

      Leeza sucked in a breath at his revelation. It couldn’t be true. Why wouldn’t he have told her when they were talking about her divorce? Yet, he seemed sincere. Maybe Adam really was dead.

      She examined her feelings surrounding her ex-husband’s fate and decided she didn’t have any. It didn’t matter to her if he was alive or dead.

      “The child will need another father,” Babi mused, her gaze on Kris who was sitting on the rug playing with a wooden puzzle, swiftly placing each piece exactly where it belonged without hesitation. “You will make a good father to the dítě.”

      “Kris,” Havel corrected gently. “His name is Kristoph Koba, but we call him Kris.”

      “You love this young one,” Babi asked, pride in her voice.

      “Yes,” Havel said without hesitation.

      For a few seconds Leeza couldn’t breathe. Did he really love her son? Or was he just saying he did so his grandmother would capitulate to the idea of Havel marrying a woman who’d been married before? Though Babi was a kind woman, she held old-fashioned views. Leeza may have fit her idea of a bride once, but it was doubtful she did now.

      Babi surprised Leeza by leaning forward and cupping her cheeks between wrinkled, age-spotted hands. “I am pleased to invite you and your son to our family. My Havel has always pined for you. It is well that you will be with him, though, I am sorry to hear of your late husband’s passing.”

      “Thank you,” Leeza breathed. She kept the rest of her thoughts to herself, but her mind was racing with them. Thoughts like, don’t be sorry, no one is happier that my late husband is dead than me. Or… I’m not actually sure if he’s dead, but if he is, there’s a good possibility it was your grandson who ushered him to the grave.

      “I’ll get the ring.” Babi pushed herself out of her chair, reaching for her walker. She made her way slowly from the room.

      Alarmed, Leeza stood too. “Wait, what ring?”

      Havel gripped Leeza’s wrist and forced her back into her seat. “The reason we came.”

      Leeza glared at him. “You shouldn’t need a reason to visit your grandmother.”

      The skin around his eyes crinkled in amusement. “Spoken like my future wife.”

      “Fuck off,” she mumbled.

      “Watch your language while you’re in Babi’s home,” he admonished.

      “Sorry.” He was right. As much as she was conflicted over what was happening, Babi was impossible to hate, and Leeza would never knowingly disrespect her.

      “Eat,” Havel instructed Leeza, picking up a napkin, placing a sandwich on it and handing it to her.

      “No.” But only because he was insisting.

      He raised an eyebrow at her. “You won’t refuse Babi’s hospitality. She’ll be hurt.”

      She pressed her lips together and took the sandwich. “I hate you.”

      “You don’t,” he said mildly as Babi made her way back into the room, sitting heavily in her chair.

      Havel was right, she didn’t hate him. But she hated… so many things it was impossible to separate what she hated from the man. She hated the mafia because it chewed her up and spit her out like she was nothing. Yet, Havel embodied everything that was mafia. Strength, moral ambiguity, pride, weaponry, death.  She hated her stepfather for marrying her to another man. She hated that Havel had stood by and allowed it to happen. She hated that he couldn’t stop it without losing his life. She hated that he hated her for making the decision for both of them.

      Babi produced a small velvet jewelry box, handing it over to Havel while beaming at Leeza. “It belonged to his mother.”

      Panic gripped her and Leeza couldn’t breathe as Havel opened the box and pulled a delicate ring out, the small set of diamonds and the gold still shiny despite its age. Holding it between his large, blunt fingers, Havel took her hand and slid the ring on her third finger.

      “A perfect fit,” Havel murmured.

      It wasn’t. The ring was slightly too large, but that didn’t matter. Rings could be sized. What mattered was its existence, its meaning. She realized she knew so little about Havel. Why was this in Babi’s possession? What had happened to Havel’s parents? He’d never told her and she’d never thought to ask.

      Jerking to her feet, Leeza mumbled something about needing the washroom and rushed to the back of the house, Anne pointing the way. The first room she saw belonged to Babi as it had a bed piled high with quilts and a railing attached.

      Through the next door she found the washroom and rushed inside, slamming it shut. She dropped to her knees in front of the toilet as vomit burst from her. The burn of tears seared her eyes, but they refused to fall. They never fell.

      Damn it.

      Everything was happening too fast. One moment, she was on the run with her son, trying to keep them both safe, the next she was captured by Havel and dragged back to what she thought was certain death only to find out she’d have to marry the man she’d wanted to marry eight years earlier. But this time around everything was different. He was different. She was different.

      A knock on the door startled her.

      “Leeza?” The soft voice belonged to Anne. “Are you okay? Can I help?”

      Leeza tried to say ‘no,’ but it came out as an incoherent squeak.

      The doorknob rattled, then the door opened enough that Anne could peek in. “I’m sorry for intruding,” she said. “I heard you throwing up and thought you might need help.”

      Leeza shook her head, slamming the toilet seat shut and reaching for the flush. The handle didn’t work.

      Anne pushed the door open, slipping inside and closing it behind her. “There’s a trick to it. Let me.” She jiggled the handle, then pressed it halfway down for a few seconds until it made a whooshing sound. Then she pushed it all the way down. The toilet finally flushed.

      Leeza let out a half-hysterical giggle. “This place is a dump.”

      Anne nodded. “Yeah, but its Babi’s dump and we try to protect it for her.”

      Leeza wanted to say she understood, but she really didn’t. Growing up, her mother had to have the best of everything, which meant her daughters also had the best of everything. Putting up with a toilet that didn’t flush properly or water stains on the wallpaper was far beyond Leeza’s understanding.

      “Babi has mentioned you,” Anne said unexpectedly.

      Leeza was surprised that Babi would have thought of her. “What did she say?”

      “That you married a monster and it was a pity your family didn’t allow you to marry Havel.”

      “Who are you?” Leeza used the wall to support her as she picked herself up off the floor. “I mean why are you here, helping Babi?”

      Anne smiled warmly. “I’m Havel’s second cousin through marriage. My family is gone, same as Havel’s, so I stay here with Babi. She keeps me sane.”

      “Do you know what happened to Havel’s parents?” Leeza asked.

      The smile fell from Anne’s lips and she looked melancholy. “His mother died of cancer when Havel was a child and his father died shortly after of a broken heart. The official story is suicide, but a broken heart sounds more romantic. Don’t you think?”

      Leeza thought it was weird that Anne could see romance in such a tragic story but kept it to herself. Her heart ached for Havel, and the orphaned child he’d once been. She wanted to know more. His age when they died, how he coped. If someone helped him. But that was a discussion she would have with Havel.

      “I should rejoin the others,” Leeza murmured.

      Anne walked out of the washroom ahead of her, then paused and turned. “I…” Anne hesitated, looked down, then locked eyes with Leeza. “When you marry Havel, will you put in a good word for me?”

      Leeza frowned. “Why do you ask? Isn’t he providing for you and Babi?”

      “Of course he is.” She smiled again, but this time, it didn’t reach her eyes. “But it’s easy to forget the poor cousin and Babi’s all I have left.”
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      Leeza tipped her head back against the seat and closed her eyes, sighing deeply as her body relaxed into the leather. A gentle tugging on her hair caught her attention and she turned to look at her son who was strapped into his car seat.

      This time Ayaan was up front with Cooper and Havel was next to her. Havel was a lot bigger than Ayaan, so he took up more room, his shoulder and thigh pressing against her making the space feel even smaller.

      My tummy hurts, Kris signed to her.

      Where does it hurt? she signed back. Is it a sharp pain or more of an ache?

      He patted his stomach and explained that it was an ache, that he felt like throwing up.

      “Right now?” She sat up straight in her seat and began searching for something for him to vomit into.

      He shook his head. “No.” Then he signed, not like that. Just like I have to, but I won’t.

      She nodded and gave him a sympathetic look, reaching over to gently rub his stomach.

      “Too much ice cream.” Havel’s deep voice sounded from next to her. She ignored him, but he continued, “We’ll stop at a pharmacy. Get him something for his stomach.”

      Leeza kept her gaze on Kris. “He’ll be fine until we get to the estate. There’s plenty of medicine there.”

      “We’re not going to the estate.”

      She looked at him. “Where are we going?”

      “Zmatek. We live there now.”

      “What?” Except for a few years of boarding school and the past few months on the run, Leeza had never lived anywhere except on the family estate. The thought of living at Zmatek seemed foreign to her.

      She felt conflicted and by Havel’s expression, he knew it. “You burnt down our only other option.”

      With good reason, Leeza thought. “Where were you living before? Why can’t we go there?”

      “The barracks.”

      She’d given no thought to Havel’s living situation after their breakup, but she’d assumed given his high rank within the Koba organization he would have lived someplace nicer. The barracks had cell-like rooms, each one containing a cot, a shelf, a sink and a toilet. They were meant for staff who wanted to live on the estate, but they were no good for families.

      Havel continued, his voice icy, “Zmatek is the best choice. It’s my place of work and most of my employees live in the same building or close by, making it highly secure.”

      She matched the frost in his tone when she replied in a whisper so Kris wouldn’t hear, “Tell that to the people who died there during Jozef’s takeover.”

      His expression became even stonier. “We’ll talk about it later.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and looked away. “As long as you continue giving me no choice in how I conduct my own life, I’m done talking to you. Now and later.”

      He remained silent for the rest of the drive, but his annoyance was palpable. She should’ve kept her mouth shut, but her silence had never solved anything either. She was damned if she spoke out and damned if she didn’t. What was the point in fighting? All it did was exhaust her.

      A tug on her hair reminded her that Kris was watching their interactions. She plastered on a wide smile and turned to him, signing, we’re going to sleep someplace exciting and new tonight!

      He frowned. Kris didn’t like change and there had been a lot of changes these past few months.

      When they arrived at Zmatek, Leeza busied herself with Kris’s seatbelt while Havel rounded the car, opening the door to pull Kris out. Kris went easily into Havel’s embrace, leaning his head against Havel’s shoulder while Havel placed a hand protectively on his back.

      The move frustrated her. It bothered her how easily her son accepted Havel. He listened to him and looked up to him, almost like… a father figure.

      She sat in silence as she replayed the past several years of her life, focusing solely on Havel’s interactions with Kris. He was always there, in the background, watching and protecting. Despite his seriousness, he always had a quick smile and a wink for Kris, sometimes even a treat or a toy.

      “Ms. Koba,” Ayaan prompted from the open door, startling Leeza.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled, fumbling for her seatbelt. “Jesus, this day can end any time now.”

      Ayaan chuckled as she stepped back so Leeza could exit the car, then she stood alertly next to Leeza while Cooper walked beside Havel who was still carrying Kris. The rest of the security detail followed them.

      Ayaan took Leeza’s elbow as they walked inside and held her back a few steps. Leeza lifted a brow at the other woman. The bodyguard better be careful because Havel had eyes everywhere and he had an eerie knack for reading almost every situation accurately. He would know Ayaan was trying to speak to her alone and she doubted he would approve.

      Ayaan spoke in a hushed voice when Havel and his entourage were out of hearing range. “What did you think of Anne when you met her? Did she seem strange to you?”

      Leeza thought back to her interactions with Anne. “What do you mean?”

      Ayaan shrugged. “When you were away, I was occasionally sent on errands to Babi’s house. Anne always seemed off to me. Sometimes like a scared rabbit, other times aloof and bossy. Inconsistent depending on who was around. She’d also occasionally try to interfere in Havel’s decisions regarding his grandmother. And I get the feeling she doesn’t want Babi to leave the house.”

      “Why would she care?” Leeza asked skeptically. Babi was so independent. It seemed unlikely that Babi would do anything she didn't want to do.

      Ayaan grimaced. “No idea, but maybe she thinks as long as Babi is in that house, she’ll need Anne by her side.”

      The theory made sense and Leeza’s heart went out to both Babi and Anne. Babi deserved a better place to live, but Anne shouldn’t have to feel like her place in the family was threatened. Still, there was little Leeza could do about the situation. “Why are you telling me this? I’m pretty much the least powerful person in this organization right now.”

      Ayaan gave her a scornful look. “You’re alive, aren’t you? That should tell you how much sway you have over your cousin and his number one security expert.”

      Leeza narrowed her eyes. Ayaan was overstepping. “You’re better off talking to Havel about your suspicions. He loves Babi, he’ll take good care of her.”

      “Anne is his cousin and one of his last surviving relatives,” Ayaan replied, dropping her voice. “I don’t know if he can see her properly. He thinks she’s harmless.”

      “She seems harmless to me,” Leeza argued. “Maybe a little odd, but that doesn’t make her ill-intentioned.”

      “What’s wrong?” Havel asked, his deep voice hard as he approached the two women.

      “Nothing.” Leeza brushed past him to head toward the elevator where Kris stood sleepily rubbing his eyes. “We were discussing Ayaan’s work rotation. If I must have a bodyguard following me around everywhere I go, I like the idea of having a woman.”

      Ayaan looked surprised at Leeza’s lie, but quickly recovered. “I told her we’d have to discuss it with you, but I’m happy to join Ms. Koba’s detail if you’ll approve it.”

      Havel stared at Leeza, mistrust in his eyes.

      She pursed her lips and held her ground.

      “Consider it done.”

      Leeza was surprised at his easy capitulation and looked at Ayaan, who had a half-smile curving her lips. Leeza’s lie had just landed Ayaan in her service for the foreseeable future. She felt manipulated by the other woman. What were her motivations? Maybe she was a masochist because Leeza considered herself an uninteresting principal. Perhaps Ayaan thought Leeza would try to run away again, making her job more interesting.

      Well, Ayaan was in for disappointment if that’s what she thought. She squared her shoulders as she turned back to Kris. No more running. It was time to reckon with her future on home soil.

      They took the elevator to the top floor where they stepped out into a hallway that was clearly under renovation. Tarps lined the walls and drywall dust littered the floor.

      Kris pointed at the plastic sheeting, tapping it with his fingertips as they walked.

      Havel keyed in the code to the apartment and the door swung open.

      Leeza had been expecting a cold, empty apartment, but instead she was faced with utter chaos. Boxes littered the floor and were stacked against the walls. Plastic sheeting covered the kitchen appliances except for the fridge, which was plugged in, but stood several feet out from the wall. A massive sectional couch, still covered in plastic, occupied a space by the floor to ceiling windows. The dining table was pushed up against the glass with chairs piled on top.  It all looked like someone had started to move in then left in a hurry.

      Leeza wandered inside while Havel instructed Ayaan and Cooper to remain in the hall until the night shift arrived, then he followed her, closing and locking the door.

      Leeza stared at him in horror. “We can’t stay here.”

      “Get used to it.”

      “Aside from the fact that my stepfather was…” she trailed off, glancing at Kris, before finishing with, “Well, you know what happened.” She waved her hands as she pointed out the apartment’s flaws. “The fridge is in the dining room and the new stove is still taped shut. There’s no microwave. How are we supposed to eat?” She pointed to the plastic covered furniture. “And sit? And watch TV?” She stopped and stared at the empty spot on the wall. “Where is the TV?”

      Ignoring her, Havel said to Kris, “Want to see your new room?”

      Kris nodded vigorously.

      “Hey!” Leeza demanded. “We aren’t really staying here, are we?”

      “The chaos is temporary while the renovations continue to the rest of the floor. We’ll knock out a wall and make the place bigger.” Havel took Kris’s hand and opened a door, ushering him inside. Leeza trailed after them, curious. It was like being in Alice’s Wonderland. Nothing made sense, but there was a lot to look at and think about.

      Kris’s new room was a young boy’s paradise. It was filled with posters, toys, a bookshelf stacked with books, a loft bed with a mini office setup underneath, and enough stuffed animals to fill a warehouse. The themes were a mix of space exploration, dinosaurs, Dora the Explorer, and zoo animals.

      “Saskia helped design it,” Havel said gruffly as Kris explored the room chattering in broken sentences and signing when his hands weren’t full.

      Leeza couldn’t help but smile when Kris tried signing at her with a stuffed T-Rex in one hand and a Luke Skywalker figurine in the other.

      They gave him a few minutes to explore before Havel told him, “I’m going to talk to your mother now. Are you okay in here alone?”

      His words warmed her heart even though it was the last thing she wanted her heart to feel. In her experience, adults were so used to telling children what was happening, they rarely asked if the child was okay with it. That went double for Kris. As well-meaning as most people were, they took his preference for nonverbal communication as permission to make decisions for him.

      Kris ignored the question and Leeza said, “He’ll be fine as long as he knows where to find… me.” She almost said ‘us’ but cut it off. She absolutely couldn’t pretend this was a real relationship, no matter how seamlessly Havel fit into Kris’s world.

      To Kris she said, “We’ll be out here if you need anything.” When he didn’t respond, she stepped closer and crouched in front of him, touching his cheek to draw his attention. “Did you hear me?”

      He pushed her hand away and signed, I heard, Mom. Can I play with my new toys?

      “Of course.” It was on the tip of her tongue to remind him to thank Havel for the bedroom filled with toys, but she then she remembered she didn’t want to be there and if Havel hadn’t caught up to her, she would be laying in her hammock on her porch in Sumatra, her gun by her side and a cocktail in hand. She wouldn’t be navigating an emotionally fraught family reunion and planning a wedding she had no intention of showing up to.

      That last thought had her stiffening her spine and following Havel out of the room. She closed the door firmly hoping Kris would be okay because what she had to say to Havel absolutely couldn’t be overheard by her six-year-old.

      Leeza made it as far as the kitchen before turning to confront Havel. He was closer than she thought and she gasped, stumbling into his chest.

      He gripped her arms as she looked up at him. “You have no right to—"

      He cut her off by lifting her onto her toes and slanting his lips across hers.

      She shoved his chest, but his grip became punishing. He thrust his tongue into her mouth.

      “Don’t!” she snapped, throwing her head back and breaking the kiss.

      He gripped the back of her head, forcing her face up to his and reclaiming her lips, shoving her backwards until she hit the wall. She struggled in his grip, but he refused to give an inch until she had no choice but to stand frozen in his arms and take his kiss.
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      It didn’t take Havel long to realize Leeza wasn’t responding to his kiss. He broke it off and stepped back, lifting his hands in apology, but before he could say sorry she punched him.

      It was so surprising that, for a few seconds, he didn’t realize what had happened until the pain hit.

      He wasn’t surprised that Leeza had hit him; she’d always had a fiery temper, even if she spent most of her life suppressing it. She wasn’t one to take a forced kiss without retaliation. What was unexpected was the strength behind her punch and that he hadn’t seen it coming.

      He was a security specialist working in a profession where most men didn’t live to his age without becoming an expert in combat. No one snuck up on him. No one got the drop on him. Because he was vigilant. Never let his guard down… until he became so consumed by a kiss that he stopped paying attention.

      Leeza was holding her fist in her other hand, a pained expression twisting her delicate features.

      “You okay?”

      Her dark chocolate eyes glittered as she narrowed them to slits. “I punched you in the jaw and you’re asking if I’m okay? Jesus, it feels like I hit concrete.”

      Despite the tension between them, he grinned. “I’m hard all over, sweetheart, in case you were wondering.”

      Her lips twitched with amusement as he maneuvered around her to the fridge. Opening the freezer, he took out a bag of frozen peas and gently took her hand in his. He placed the peas across her reddening knuckles and pressed her other hand on top. “Hold this.”

      She complied easily, automatically falling into her familiar pattern of listening to him when he gave an order. He’d acted as her personal bodyguard for years and she’d learned to trust him without question. In fact, he fully intended to use her easy compliance to manipulate her into marrying him. Leeza wasn’t one to protest authority, but she was sneaky, so he’d have to be on his toes.

      “Thought you took martial arts. Didn’t you learn how to align your knuckles? Or did you skip punching day?” He dug through the kitchen drawers until he found the dish towels, took one out and lifted the peas from her hand, wrapping them in the towel.

      “It was my first time hitting something other than air,” she admitted. “And I didn’t put a lot of thought into my form before I threw the punch.”

      “Come on.” He gripped her shoulder lightly and turned her toward the living room. Stepping past her, he grabbed the plastic sheeting covering the couch and yanked, tearing it away, then waved at her to sit.

      She sank into the cushion with a sigh, her eyes closing as she leaned back, her dark hair a messy halo around her head. She looked exhausted. And it wasn’t just because of the past few days. It was clear that months of being on the run took its toll. As much as she despised being dragged back to Prague like a lost dog, he sensed her relief at finally having a safe place to settle down with her son.

      He dropped onto the cushion next to her and took her bruised hand in his, setting it on his knee and pressing the frozen peas against her knuckles.

      She watched him, her dark eyes awash with tired curiosity. He wondered what she was thinking.

      His rage at her rejection came and went, but it never dimmed the love he felt for her. He’d tried to eradicate it from his head and his heart over the past several years, and despite watching her with another man, all he managed to do was cage his feelings.

      He watched as her gaze moved across the room, finally settling on the floor near the front door.

      The sorrow and confusion on her face was so heartbreaking it was everything Havel could do not to drag her into his arms. She wouldn’t accept his comfort though. Not yet.

      “He died there.” Despite the agony marring her delicate features, her voice was flat when she nodded toward the floor.

      Her stepfather had been killed in the apartment when he attacked Jozef who had defended himself by launching a rocket at his uncle. It had been chaos for a while, and many lives were lost including Dasha, Leeza's mother. It was Krystoff's death that changed the face of the Koba organization as Jozef rose to power.

      “How do you know what happened here?” Havel frowned as he realized Leeza shouldn’t know the details of her stepfather’s death.

      “I was here,” she whispered, looking at him with shimmering eyes. “I met some friends in Zmatek for a couple of drinks. My bodyguard got a tip-off about the attack, but I was separated from him and I decided to wait across the street during the chaos. I was worried something had happened to him and when things died down, I made my way back inside.”

      It was Havel who’d tipped off her bodyguard. He’d sent a text seconds after Jozef gave the order to have her killed. It was the one and only order Jozef had given him during their long friendship that Havel had disobeyed. No one knew and Havel intended to keep it that way.

      “What was the bodyguard to you?” He knew the man she spoke of because Havel had assigned him to Leeza’s detail.

      “Pavel was…” she choked and stopped, taking a breath before continuing, “He was loyal and friendly. I liked him, but he…”

      “Didn’t make it,” Havel finished for her, his voice grim.

      She nodded.

      “What did you see?” Havel hated that she knew what’d gone down at the club. It had been a gruesome sight, not something she should’ve been involved in. He hadn’t known she was there, because at the time, he’d been bleeding out from a gunshot wound on the floor above the club.

      “It was horrible.” Her voice was strained and she lifted shaking fingertips to her lips, her gaze faraway. “I recognized some of the dead. They were bodyguards, house security… people I’ve known for years. I rushed up the stairs to Jozef’s suite to see if he and Shaun… but I found Krystoff instead.”

      “Dead?”

      She nodded.

      “After seeing him you realized the Kobas were under attack and immediately ran home to your son.”

      She nodded again, her hair brushing his shoulder.

      He inhaled, catching the scent of strawberry shampoo. “You grabbed Kris, a gun, and your bag of cash and passports and you ran.”

      She looked at him with questioning eyes.

      “Yeah, I know all about it. There’s not much about you I don’t know.”

      “If you knew about the bag and the passports, why didn’t you take them away?”

      “You were stuck in a bad marriage. I figured you needed a bugout bag so you’d feel less trapped.”

      She looked surprised that he understood and it annoyed him. He’d always known what she was about. Her safety had been his main priority since she was a ten-year-old girl playing hopscotch in her stepfather’s rose garden.

      “If you knew my marriage was so bad, why didn’t you…?” She trailed off.

      “What?” he demanded. “Whisk you away from him and risk going to war with your family? Or maybe you wanted a secret affair to make up for what you weren’t getting in your husband’s bed.”

      She flushed and turned her head away, but he took hold of her jaw and forced her to look at him. “You made your choice when you married Adam. Except professionally, you were no longer my concern.”

      Her face crumpled before she could school her features. Good. He was glad it hurt. It was minor payback for his years of suffering. For having to watch another man put hands on his woman, for having to protect her from a distance while his heart turned to ash. For being the only woman who could hold his attention.

      “You know why I married Adam,” she said in a low voice, her eyes flicking away from him. “If I hadn’t, my father would’ve….” She swallowed, leaving the end of the sentence to hang. He wasn’t going to let her get away with it though. This conversation was a long time coming and they were going to have it. They had to if either of them was to find peace.

      “If you hadn’t married Adam, what would your father have done?” The edge to his voice had her pressing her lips into a line. “He would’ve killed me. Is that what you were going to say?”

      “Yes!” She threw her hands up, winced and placed her bruised knuckles back into the cradle of the ice pack. “He didn’t give me an option. I had to marry Adam or he was going to hurt you.”

      “Very noble.” The words dripped with sarcasm. “You didn’t think to stand up for yourself, or for me?”

      “He would have killed you!” She shoved off the couch and paced away from him before whirling around to glare. “I was protecting you. Why can’t you see that?”

      Havel stood up to his full 6’5” height, flexing his arms and making his tattoos ripple. “I can protect myself.”

      Leeza crossed her arms over her chest. “Muscles don’t mean anything to a bullet in the head and you know it. Don’t pretend you could’ve gone up against Krystoff and won.”

      He stepped closer to her, fisting his hands to stop himself from grabbing hold of her. “You didn’t give me a chance to go up against him. Instead, you cut me off at the balls by marrying another man after promising yourself to me.”

      “I didn’t have a choice!”

      “Of course you did!” he shouted back, losing his temper. “You should’ve trusted me to take care of you. You should’ve told me what was going on and asked me to help. Instead, I found out when I got my wedding security detail assignment.”

      She blinked in surprise. “You really didn’t know?”

      “Of course not,” he growled.

      “But that day when you came to find me to tell me my father wanted to speak to me, I thought you knew… I thought that was why you looked so grim.”

      “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. You decided based on a facial expression that you’d marry another guy?”

      “No, don’t make it sound so simple. I thought you knew Krystoff’s intention. I thought you knew I was trying to protect you when I agreed to the marriage.”

      He stepped into her, crowding her as he glared down at her. “You’re not getting it, sweetheart. I don’t need protecting. I never did.”

      “And I say you’re wrong,” she insisted, firing his rage even higher. His hands were shaking from his desire to wrap them around her fragile neck and squeeze. “Krystoff was a dangerous man. When he went gunning for someone, they didn’t stand a chance. I couldn’t let that happen to you.”

      He gripped her arms and gave her a shake. “I was the reaper who meted out Krystoff’s wrath. I was the man pulling the trigger. Along with Jozef, I was the strength behind Krystoff’s throne.”

      She flinched at his brutal words. “I’m—"

      “You didn’t give me a chance to defend our relationship, to plead my case. Even if he refused our union, Jozef wouldn’t have, and he held as much power as Krystoff, whether the old man wanted to admit it or not.”

      Again, she looked stunned by his revelations. It was like she’d never thought of what she could’ve done. Should’ve done. And maybe she hadn’t. He’d had years to stew over each detail, each course of action, and the probable outcome. She’d had a husband and a son to occupy her time.

      “I was young and naïve,” she whispered, her voice shaky, her body trembling.“What was I supposed to do?”

      “Stand up to the man who was ruining our future,” he replied without pity. “You should’ve said no to the idea of marrying anyone except me.”

      “You don’t understand.”

      He almost relented, the anguish in her voice pulling at him. She’d always been able to do this to him. As soon as her coolly controlled socialite exterior started to crack, he melted. Not this time. He would stand resolute and force her to face this reckoning as they confronted their shared past.

      “What don’t I understand?” he demanded, his grip on her shoulders tightening. “That you had no faith in me? That you didn’t love me enough to fight for me? That marrying your rich Bratva husband put you in a position of power and wealth you couldn’t attain with me? Or were you simply fulfilling your father’s wishes and keeping your position as his precious mafia princess?”

      Her eyes sparked with fire and she jerked out of his grip. “You know that’s not true!” She hissed, swiping impatiently at tears that weren’t there. “I loved you with everything I had. Marrying Adam destroyed me. And that was before I found out what a monster he was.”

      What the hell? She knew about Adam's depraved proclivities? That couldn't be true. Not Leeza. Or maybe it was the way Adam had mistreated her? Either way, it was a conversation they were going to have to have sooner rather than later. But first, they needed to resolve the past so they could be together in the future.

      “If you loved me, you would’ve found a way to be with me.” Calm had returned to his tone. “Now, your love or lack of it is irrelevant. The past is irrelevant. All it means is I’ll be keeping a close eye on you in the future. Your faithlessness won’t be forgotten.”

      “That’s an excellent basis for a marriage,” she said sarcastically.

      “There wouldn’t be a marriage at all except I can’t seem to tear you from my heart the way you tore me from yours.”

      She searched his face. If she was looking for forgiveness, she wouldn’t find it. “Then why?” Her tone was desperate, pained. “Why marry someone you hate?”

      The answer was simple. “Because I can’t live without you.”

      “So you’re willing to destroy both of our lives just to keep me close?”

      “Now you’re getting it.”

      Her gaze grew distant. “I guess there’s nothing left to say.”

      She was wrong, there was plenty left to say, but she looked exhausted. Too much stress. Too much emotion. Too much history.

      “I’m going to bed,” she announced, stepping around Havel. “I’ll sleep in Kris’s room.”

      He grabbed her arm as she walked by, swinging her around. Ignoring her gasp of outrage, he hoisted her up and tossed her over his shoulder, striding toward the master suite. “You sleep with me now.”
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      Leeza struggled as Havel carried her through the door and into the master bedroom. His grunt told her she scored a hit, or a kick, since it was her feet doing most of the damage. Too bad she couldn’t reach his balls from her current angle.

      Havel wrapped his hands around her waist, lifted her and launched her through the air. She let out a muffled squeak as her back hit the bed and she bounced so high she was able to come up to her feet.

      They stared at each other for several long seconds, Leeza sucking air into her lungs and Havel looking as unbothered as if he’d just brought in the groceries.

      Slowly, she raised her fists, wincing as her swollen knuckles protested. “I’ll fight you.”

      He narrowed his eyes, running a tattooed hand over his inked head. A sign of frustration. Good, she was getting to him.

      “Do what you want,” he muttered. “I’m taking a shower, then I’m crashing. It’s been a long couple months of chasing your ass across the globe.”

      She watched him warily as he kicked off his shoes and headed for the washroom, closing the door behind him.

      She lowered her fists and waited until she heard the shower start. Blowing out a breath, she climbed off the bed and stood indecisively in the middle of the room.

      What now? Should she grab Kris and run?

      No, not that. She’d already decided she was ready to face the fallout of Jozef’s takeover, whatever it may be. And as much as she wasn’t ready for Havel or his plans for her, it didn’t even come close to the worst scenario she’d been imagining.

      For months, she’d believed her cousin was gunning for her and that the only way to survive was to stay two steps ahead of him. Never once had she thought a marriage to Havel was what would be in store for her if she returned.

      Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. Eight years ago, it had been exactly what she’d wanted.

      A shudder rippled down her spine and she slumped to the floor, leaning her head back against the mattress. Closing her eyes, she allowed herself to feel the bone deep exhaustion that had been creeping up on her for the past several weeks.

      She couldn’t do it. She simply couldn’t get re-married.

      It was her, not Havel and he couldn’t see that. He was perfect. Well, almost perfect. But she? Well, she was irreparably flawed. Broken. Because of Adam and now she was no good for anyone else.

      She squeezed her eyes shut tighter so the sting of tears would go away.

      Don’t shed a tear, she’d told herself through the beatings, through the rapes, through the lonely years.

      “Leeza.”

      Startled, her eyes flew open and her heart thundered with fear.

      Havel was crouched in front of her. “You fell asleep.”

      “Oh.” It came out a whisper.

      She was unprepared for the emotion that hit her as they stared at each other, their earlier hostility gone. His face was so dear to her it hurt. Every feature, every line, every tattoo, had a place in her heart. She raised her hand and gently cupped the side of his face.

      “I’m sorry I hurt you when I broke my promise.” She’d never intended to apologize to him. To survive Adam, she’d forced herself to look forward, to let go of the past, let go of hope.

      But she had hurt Havel and it was clear the pain had festered over the years. He hadn’t forgotten nor had he let his feelings for her go.

      She waited, awash in vulnerability. He could do what she’d done to him. He could crush her with his rejection.

      He didn’t. “Thank you,” he said simply, then lifted her and set her on the mattress. “Time for bed.”

      “I won’t…” She stopped, then corrected herself. “I can’t have sex with you.”

      He gave her a lopsided smile. “Let’s start with sleep.”

      She wanted to tell him that she would never be okay with sex, but figured since he was giving her a pass, she’d take it and keep her silence on the subject. If they truly were getting married, he’d eventually find out how broken she was.

      “Okay,” she said softly.

      “Your things are in the closet.”

      He stepped away from the bed.

      Leeza stood and walked past him, closing herself in the walk-in closet. She turned on the light and was shocked to discover a fully stocked closet of clothes, none of which were purchased on their shopping trip. In fact, the shopping bags with her new clothes were sitting untouched in the back of the closet.

      Everything in this place – the clothes, the furniture, the kitchen appliances – suggested that Havel had planned on moving Leeza and Kris in here all along. It didn't make sense. Why hadn't he said anything?

      Because he wanted to torture both of us by spending a night in my ex-husband’s bed, she thought, shivering with revulsion.

      She wandered through the closet, looking at the clothes someone had painstakingly chosen for her. They were her style, but brighter, bolder. Things she probably wouldn’t have chosen for herself, but that she loved anyway.

      “Saskia.” Only her sister would care enough about fashion to do such a good job of choosing Leeza’s wardrobe without her input.

      In one of the drawers, she found a pair of silky black shorts and matching camisole and slid them on, shivering as the silk touched her skin.

      When she emerged from the closet, Havel was sitting on the edge of the bed. "Thought you fell asleep in there."

      Leeza's eyes slid over Havel's perfect form. He was naked except for a pair of black briefs. His gun and knife were on the night stand next to him. Everything about him screamed sex and violence.

      Leeza made her way to the other side, tentatively crawling beneath the sheets and hugging the side of the bed. She watched Havel over her shoulder as he stood and walked to the door, his ass flexing beneath his underwear. He hit the light switch and darkness shrouded the room.

      “Can you please leave the door open?” she asked. “In case Kris needs me.”

      She heard the door creak as he pushed it open a little more.

      The bed dipped as he slipped under the covers. Seconds later, his snores filled the room. Leeza turned to face him.

      She envied his ability to set his worries aside and fall asleep quickly. Perhaps it was a survival mechanism. Exhaustion would slow his reflexes and could get him killed in the field.

      Rolling onto her back, she stared at the ceiling until his soft, even snores lulled her into sleep.

      What felt like only a few hours of sleep later, Leeza was rudely awakened by a sharp slap on her rear that had her flying up in the bed, fists flailing at her attacker. Havel stepped away from the bed and out of reach, his eyes glinting with amusement while his expression remained serious.

      “Time to get up,” he said in his deep, gruff voice. “Tutor’s going to be here in a few minutes.”

      “Tutor? What tutor?”

      But he was already gone, the door closing behind him.

      She sighed as she stretched her arms. She hadn't slept for that many unbroken hours in a row since… well, since  she was young and carefree with nothing to keep her awake at night.

      Hopping off the bed, Leeza strode to the closet where she chose a conservative but flattering black dress that would hug her curves. It had short, capped sleeves and went to her knees. She paired it with a yellow leather jacket for a flare of colour.

      As Leeza stepped into the bathroom, it was like she'd entered paradise. The bathroom she remembered was gone. In its place was marble - the walls, the shower, the bathtub. Splashes of tangerine on the bathmat and ornamental lilies relieved the white. It was beautiful.

      Smiling, she stepped into the shower, turning the water to hot. She didn’t enjoy a shower unless it was skin-pealing hot, and she’d been unable to find a shower with good enough water pressure to meet her needs these past few months.

      Life didn’t look so bleak now that it was a new day and the sun was shining. She felt safe.

      After the shower, she dressed and headed into the living room just as Havel was ushering someone into the apartment.

      “Oliver!” she exclaimed, rushing toward him. Relief at seeing Kris’s previous tutor had her grinning. She’d grown close to Oliver over the years. He cared about her son in a way that touched her heart. Kris was going to be thrilled.

      She lifted her arms to hug Oliver, but Havel snatched her wrist and pulled her against his side. She side-eyed him. Goodness, the man was becoming possessive fast.

      “It’s very good to see you, Mrs. Horáček,” Oliver said in his neat British clip. “How have you and Krystoff been holding up?”

      “Please, call me Ms. Koba.” For now, she added silently. She could only imagine what the man knew about what had passed at the mansion. He’d likely been told to stay away for a while as Jozef and Havel sorted through the fallout of the takeover. “Kris and I have been doing very well, thank you. We just got back from a wonderfully relaxing vacation in Sumatra. I’m sure Kris will tell you all about it.”

      Havel’s hand landed heavily on her shoulder and she had to force herself not to wince as his fingers squeezed. He said to Oliver, “We’ll be out for most of the day. If you need anything, text one of us.”

      Leeza felt her face grow hot as Havel spoke for her, planning her day without her input. The urge to remain silent, as she’d practiced her entire life, competed with the urge to elbow him in the chest and tell him to fuck off. She stepped away and smiled tightly at Oliver. “Why don’t we go see Kris and arrange for some lunch for the two of you?”

      “Our housekeeper starts at ten. She’ll make lunch,” Havel said, staring mildly at her as she rounded on him, her lips pressed together. Was he testing her to see how far he could push? How much he could take over her life without an argument?

      Her mother had taught her never to show emotion, and certainly never to argue in front of the hired help, but Leeza was about to break the cardinal rule. She was about to rudely inform Havel what he could do with their new housekeeper, but a sound caught her attention.

      She turned to see Kris rush out of his room and hurtle toward Oliver. Unable to resist his sleep-mussed hair and his excitement, Leeza’s expression softened and she let Havel’s presumptions about their household routine go. She could deal with him later. For now, she was going to enjoy the sight of her son greeting his favourite tutor.

      Kris stopped short of flinging himself at Oliver, instead excitedly signing a mixed-up collage of sentences. We went on a big trip and my mom got me chocolate for my birthday and I hid in a hole in the floor, but it was just a game. Grandpa K-R-Y-S-T-O-F-F is in heaven and so is grandma, which is sad, but mom says we’ll see them again one day when we’re really old. Grandpa V-A-S-I-L-I-Y is still alive and we got to visit him. Want to see my new room?

      Oliver, who’d dropped to one knee to better read his pupil’s words, grinned at Kris’s excitement and signed back, Of course, I would very much like to see your room.

      Kris gripped Oliver’s hand and tried to drag him toward his bedroom.

      Leeza smiled indulgently and pulled Kris away from Oliver so the man could stand up. “No need to rush. Oliver is going to stay with you for…” she glanced at Havel, wondering what arrangement he’d made with Oliver. She really wished he’d consulted her first before springing the tutor on her. They would need to sort out Kris’s lesson plans and schedule. She’d only been in Prague a few days, and she wasn’t prepared to have such an important discussion.

      “Oliver will be here for the week,” Havel filled in, taking Leeza’s hand and pulling her to his side. To Oliver, he said, “Hilda will be here soon to stock up the fridge and prepare lunch for you both. You know how to reach us.”

      Havel led Leeza toward the door, clearly intending to leave.

      “Wait!” she squeaked. “I’m not ready…”

      “You are.”

      He pushed her into the hallway and closed the door, using the keypad on the wall to lock it. Ayaan and Cooper were waiting for them.

      “Stop!” Leeza yanked her arm from his grip and stepped away from him. “What’s wrong with you? I wasn’t ready to leave. Kris needs time to settle down with his tutor.”

      “Kris has known the man for years,” Havel countered. “He’s perfectly comfortable.”

      “You didn’t even let me say goodbye!”

      “You’ve spent every minute of every day with your son for the past four months. Before that, you smothered him with attention. Spending time with another person who isn’t his mother will do him good.”

      She was so furious she couldn’t speak. Did he say smother? Her hand curled into a fist, and she was in the process of lifting it when Ayaan gripped her by the elbow.

      “Shaun is in the building and has requested your presence if you have a moment.” The words were spoken without inflection, but Ayaan’s grasp was tight enough to stop Leeza from attacking Havel.

      Havel stared at the two women, then nodded. “Come down to Guard Dog when you’re done.” He signaled for Cooper to remain in the hall before getting on the elevator and disappearing.

      “I hate that man,” Leeza hissed.

      “Too bad he doesn’t hate you.” Ayaan let Leeza’s arm go. “C’mon, let’s take the stairs.”
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      “Leeza!” Shaun greeted with warm enthusiasm.

      Leeza felt emotional as Shaun hugged her tightly, at first standing stiffly in the embrace before unfreezing enough to hug the other woman back. She didn’t know when they’d become friends, or if it even happened, but she was grateful for the warmth and support being offered to her.

      It was a fucked-up situation the two women found themselves in and it could easily have gone the other way, with Shaun hating Leeza for being an accessory to her kidnapping. Though Leeza supposed she had reason hate Shaun, too. When it came to mafia, vendetta was everything and Shaun had thrown a chaos bomb into the Koba family when Jozef had dragged her home. She was indirectly responsible for the death of Leeza’s mother, though Dasha had attacked Shaun first.

      Leeza was a fair enough person to not hold it against Shaun.

      Breaking the hug, Shaun stepped back and motioned toward Fatima. “You remember my mother?”

      “Of course.” Leeza smiled shyly wondering what the other woman thought of her. Did she despise Leeza for her part in Shaun’s suffering? Probably not. If she accepted Jozef, the man who’d caused her daughter immeasurable pain, as a son-in-law, then Leeza would be nothing in comparison.

      Fatima smiled pleasantly. “How is your son? I’m glad to see you looking well after your trip. Shaun and Jozef were very worried about you.”

      “Kris is great, happy to be home. He’s upstairs with his tutor now or I’d bring him down for a visit.”

      “I would like that very much. Perhaps tomorrow? I can show you both the garden I’m building on the roof.”

      “We’d like that.”

      Shaun checked her watch. “I have to be at the hospital in fifteen.” She looked at Leeza. “Want to walk me out?”

      After saying goodbye to Fatima, Shaun, Ayaan and Leeza made their way to the elevator where they travelled down to the club floor.

      “Your mom is great,” Leeza told Shaun, her heart aching as she remembered she would never again see her own mother. As mothers went, Dasha and Fatima were as far apart as two women could be, but Dasha had belonged to Leeza and she’d loved her flawed mother.

      “She really is,” Shaun said seriously, stepping off the elevator. “I wanted to reintroduce you so you have a friendly face in the building if you or Kris need anything, or even just a place to go if things with Havel get too…” she let the words trail off, but Leeza understood. “Anyway, her door is always open for you.”

      “Thank you, I’ll keep that in mind.” Her eyes were stinging again. Why was everyone being nice to her? Jozef, Ayaan, Shaun, Saskia, even Havel. She didn’t deserve it and she was uncomfortable with the feelings springing up in her. She’d learned long ago how to bury all the emotions and just survive.

      Shaun gripped her hand. “Call me if you need anything at all, or just a woman to hang with.”

      Ayaan cleared her throat. “I also identify as a woman and am good at listening.”

      Shaun gave her a skeptical look. “Yeah, sure, with your fists.”

      “No, I talk with my fists,” she said with a grin. “The listening comes in once the other guy is knocked out cold.”

      They laughed and Shaun left, her protection detail falling in around her. Shaun chatted with them as though she’d grown accustomed to their presence during Leeza’s absence. A few months ago, she would have argued with Jozef about the men he had following her everywhere. Now she seemed to be embracing the idea.

      “Ready to head up to Guard Dog?”

      “Yes!” Leeza replied, surprised at how excited she was. “I haven’t seen the offices yet. Sounds like Jozef’s new security company has really taken off.”

      “Not Jozef’s anymore,” Ayaan corrected. “It’s Havel’s. He still acts as chief of security at the estate, but his main focus is here now. He’s branching out from his work with the Kobas and taking on new contracts.”

      “Mercenary work,” Leeza commented as they travelled in the elevator.

      “Security work.”

      “Same thing. And you?” Leeza wondered where the bodyguard’s loyalty lay. “Where do you belong? With the Koba family or with Guard Dog?”

      “Both. You can’t separate the two.”

      “Sure, you can,” Leeza argued. “It appears Jozef and Havel have separated their business interests. There are no Kobas here at Guard Dog anymore and it sounds like the Koba estate is hiring their security from Guard Dog. Am I right?”

      “Mostly.” The elevator dinged and the doors slid open revealing the Guard Dog Security offices. “You got one thing wrong.”

      “What’s that?”

      “There’s one Koba in the building and she’s about to be married to the owner of Guard Dog Securities, uniting the two businesses for the foreseeable future.” Ayaan urged a stunned Leeza off the elevator. “Congratulations on your upcoming nuptials, by the way.”

      “Son of a bitch!” Leeza spotted Havel and beelined for him, ignoring greetings from men who used to be on her security detail. Interrupting Havel’s conversation with one of his employees, she planted herself directly in front of him. “Are you marrying me so you can tie yourself to the Koba name? So you have Jozef’s business for life?”

      Havel’s thick brows lowered in an ominous frown. “We’re going to pretend you didn’t ask me that.”

      “Let’s not.” Leeza crossed her arms stubbornly over her chest.

      Havel growled under his breath and, gripping her arm, dragged her past his gaping staff and into a glass-walled board room. He slammed the door shut and rounded on her.

      “What the fuck is your problem now?”

      “I was going to ask you the same thing!” Leeza snapped, rubbing her bruised arm. “Stop dragging me around by the arm. It hurts.”

      “Stop acting like a child.”

      “Stop saying that!” she shouted at him, then realized she was acting like a child. She was better than this. Years under Dasha’s tutelage should’ve stamped out any fits of temper, yet when it came to Havel she couldn’t seem to keep her shit together. Taking a breath, she said, “I’m sorry. Let’s start over.”

      He raised an eyebrow but gave her a short nod and dragged a chair out from the table, pointing at it. She hesitated, but when he took a chair out for himself and sat, she followed suit.

      “Now tell me what this is about.”

      She nodded and gathered her thoughts. Fuck, she hated feeling so vulnerable, emotions hanging out on her sleeve, but she couldn’t seem to sort herself out. When she was on the run with Kris, she’d been in survival mode. Before that, living in the cottage with Adam, she’d turned everything off. Her emotions, her sexuality, even her ability to think. It had been the only way to survive under the same roof with the Bratva accountant.

      Now… well now she didn’t know how to act. How to be. She was a shell of a person, trying to remake herself without knowing how. She’d survived multiple traumas and now she had to navigate a situation entirely beyond her control.

      Groping for what to say to him, she finally decided on the truth. “Ayaan mentioned that you bought Guard Dog Securities, and that Jozef now hires your company to handle his security needs. I was… I thought…” It sounded stupid now that she said it out loud.

      “You thought I was trying to tie myself to the Koba name through you, uniting mine and Jozef’s business interests. Correct?” His deep voice sounded chiding to her ears.

      She nodded and lifted her gaze to meet his. “Why else would you marry me?”

      His dark eyes shuttered but she knew him, knew his expressions well enough to read the disappointment. She felt unaccountably ashamed.

      “You keep asking me why I’m marrying you, and I keep answering you. Not sure there’s anything left to say.”

      She frowned. It wasn’t a denial. “Just because you want me doesn’t exclude other motives.”

      He pinned her with a hard stare. “Eight years ago, did you believe I wanted to marry you so I could connect myself to the Koba name?”

      “Of course not.”

      “What’s changed?”

      “A lot has changed,” she argued. “I married someone else and you hate me for it.”

      “Hated.”

      “What?”

      “Past tense.”

      So, he didn’t hate her anymore. Yet another revelation to unpack at a later date.

      Leeza stood and moved toward the windows, staring out at the river that wound its way through Prague’s downtown core.

      “None of this makes sense.”

      She felt his body heat caress her back.

      “Does it have to?”

      She turned to look up at him. She knew he was seeing her at her weakest, but when it came to Havel, she’d never had a poker face. Sometimes he knew her better than she knew herself.

      His expression softened and he touched her cheek, his large blunt fingers sliding whisper soft down her skin and sending a ripple down her spine. Her nipples peaked and her breath came out in a short gasp.

      “This should be enough of a reason for us to marry. It’s always been there.”

      “Sex,” she said flatly, moving away from him and turning her back. “The attraction will die in time.”

      “It won’t.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “Because no matter how often or how hard I tried to rip you from my heart, it never fucking happened.” He gripped her arms and forcibly turned her to face him, standing so close her breasts grazed his chest. “That’s how I know this feeling will never die. Because I can’t kill it, no matter how hard I try.”

      His words stabbed at her heart, but she also felt hope. He was right, she’d tried to tear him from her heart too. For a time, she’d thought she succeeded, but now she realized all she’d done was turn off her ability to feel anything for anyone except her son. She’d become a pale, frozen version of herself.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      “It’s time to stop saying that. Leave the past in the past. If we’re going to move forward, then we need a clean slate.”

      She shook her head. “I wasn’t apologizing for the past.”

      “Then what.”

      Her throat ached and it was difficult to push the words out. “I’m sorry that I… that I can’t marry you.”

      He frowned. “It’s as good as done Leeza, time to get used to it. You don’t have a choice.”

      “I’m making a choice.” She tried to pull away from him, but he refused to let her go. “I won’t marry you.”

      Fury flashed across his face and his eyes turned from liquid bronze to fire. He dragged her up onto her toes, bending his head until his nose nearly touched hers. “You don’t have a fucking choice. You’ll marry me and you’ll be the good little housewife, or I’ll lock you away from everyone you love until you do what you’re told.”

      The blood drained from her face. “Everyone?” she whispered.

      “Yes,” he said viciously. “Including your son.”

      And that was why she would never marry. Why she could never marry. Never again was she willing to sacrifice herself and her son to the whims of a violent predator.

      “If you ever try to take my son from me, I will gut you with the knife you keep hidden in your boot and I will watch as the life drains out of you.” Her voice was low as she spoke, a slight tremor ruining the icy effect she was going for.

      His roughly picked her up and slammed her down on the conference table, her ass smacking into the wood, then her back as he came down on top of her. She opened her mouth to shout at him, but he swallowed her words, as he attacked her with teeth, tongue and lips.

      It was painful. It was torture. It was explosive.

      With a moan, she gripped his head, yanking him even closer, their teeth clacking together as she shoved her tongue against his, battling him.

      A rush of shame crashed through her when she realized she was whole-heartedly participating. What the hell was she doing? A minute ago, the asshole was threatening to take her child away.

      She slammed her fist into his shoulder and tried to turn her face to the side. “Let me up!”

      He gripped her head to kiss her again, but a bang on the office window got their attention. Startled, they both looked up. Ayaan was standing on the other side of the glass, her eyebrows raised as she turned her gaze to the rest of the office. Guard Dog employees stood gaping at them from every corner of the office.

      “Motherfucker,” Havel muttered, shoving himself off Leeza. He pointed at the window and shouted, “Get to work!”

      “It’s my job to watch her!” Ayaan said loudly enough to be heard through the glass, pointing at Leeza who was climbing off the table while desperately trying to drag her skirt down.

      "You want to keep watching her, you fucking do what I tell you!" Havel shouted.

      “Maybe you should invest in some blinds!” Leeza snapped.

      “I’ll let the office admin know,” he growled.

      “Do you have one of those?”

      “No,” he said shortly.

      “Then how…?”

      “Sarcasm.” He gripped her skirt and dragged it down for her before straightening her jacket and smoothing a hand over her hair.

      “You should hire someone to take care of stuff like office blinds.”

      “I’ll get right on it.” He headed for the door.

      She followed him. “Was that more sarcasm?”

      He turned to her as he dragged the door open. “See, you get me. We’re a match made in heaven.”

      “Fuck off,” she muttered.

      “Two weeks, Leeza.”

      “What happens in two weeks?” She already knew though. He stalked away without answering, leaving her with an amused Ayaan who was going to feel the sharp edge of Leeza’s tongue if she didn’t stop grinning like an idiot.
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      It was their first formal family gathering at the Koba mansion and Leeza felt the ordeal down to her toes. It wasn’t the company, which was fine, but the constant sense of oppression from being in her childhood home and under the protection of the man who’d killed half her family.

      She took another long sip of her wine wishing the evening would end sooner rather than later.

      Perhaps Havel was right to move her and Kris to Zmatek and away from the memories that bombarded her relentlessly here at the estate. The cruel ones but also the good ones, Krystoff's rose garden, Dasha's salon, Leeza's childhood bedroom. They reminded her of everything she'd lost.

      Attending the dinner was Shaun, Jozef, Fatima, Saskia, Leeza, Havel and Kris. It was strange sitting among what was left of the Koba family, but Shaun did her best as hostess in an awkward situation and Saskia tried to help, though she’d never been comfortable with social gatherings.

      She smiled gratefully at Shaun who topped up her wine glass, filling it to the brim with an expensive Cabernet Sauvignon. Leeza sighed deeply as she took a sip and settled into the couch. A strong, warm arm banded across her shoulders.

      She tried to shift away from Havel, but he brought his hand down on her, pinning her in place under the guise of cupping her shoulder affectionately. She gave him a side-eye glare from over top of her glass as she took another sip. The wine sloshed dangerously as Saskia dropped onto the couch beside her, bouncing in place with a huff.

      “It’s kind of a big deal to have people over for supper,” she said, reaching for Leeza’s glass and taking a healthy swallow before handing it back. “I had no idea how much work mom put into these dinners. She must’ve…” Saskia drifted off into silence and Leeza squeezed her knee in solidarity, trying to silently convey that it was okay to remember their mother with affection.

      It was Shaun who eased the moment, saying, “Your mother was a remarkable woman. I’m honestly overwhelmed by this place. She must’ve worked round the clock to keep it running as smoothly as she did.”

      The ever-present spike of grief dug itself a little deeper into Leeza’s heart, making it difficult to summon the expected smile. Her voice wobbled as she replied, “Yes, she was quite remarkable.”

      Though it wasn’t Shaun’s fault that Dasha had died, she still wished Shaun would refrain from commenting on their mother. She’d already stripped everything that was Dasha from the mansion, modernizing most of the furnishings and brightening the rooms with lighter colours. Leeza didn't blame Shaun for making the place her own – it reflected the woman's taste and maybe it was also a way of keeping Dasha's memory from haunting her new home. Still, it didn’t ease Leeza’s pain and anxiety as every trace of her mother disappeared from the mansion.

      Leeza caught Jozef watching her and wondered if he understood her conflicting emotions. Though he’d been the one to kill Dasha and Krystoff, he hadn’t wanted to. It couldn’t be easy living in the family home with the memory of the woman who raised him only to find out she was the one who murdered his parents when he was a child.

      Leeza let out an involuntary moan of distress at the thought and then tried to cover it with a cough.

      Jozef caught her eye. How are you and K-R-I-S settling into your new home?

      “Not too bad,” she admitted. “I don’t hate being in the city and having access to the shops.” She thought it was an appropriate response, but Jozef continued to watch her, a hint of pity in his expression.

      What are you doing to fill your time? His question was direct and Leeza began to wonder if he was interrogating her rather than showing a passing interest. She supposed it was his prerogative considering she had tried to take over a rival mafia organization. For all he knew, she would try again the moment his back was turned.

      “For now, I’m setting up the condo at Zmatek and working on Kris’s upcoming lessons with his tutor.”

      Jozef beamed at her like she was a dog who’d performed the correct trick. Excellent. Let me know if you need anything else for your condo.

      “If she needs anything, she’ll let me know.” Havel’s deep drawl drew everyone’s attention, and though his words held a challenge, his expression remained mild.

      Of course, Jozef was quick to correct himself. She is yours now and you must provide for her.

      “She’s not a piece of meat!” Saskia snapped, glaring at Jozef. “Leeza is perfectly capable of providing for herself.”

      Leeza wanted to laugh for the first time that evening. Trust Saskia to lighten her mood, even when she was being contentious. Still, it lasted for only a few seconds as the weight of her world crashed in on her again. “Actually, I have no way to provide for myself or Kris right now,” she admitted, dropping her gaze. “No money and no job skills puts me in the position of being dependent.”

      “How did you manage while you were on the run?” Havel asked, shifting on the couch to look at her.

      Leeza stiffened her back and rolled her shoulders, trying to dislodge his grip. It didn’t work. Looking past him, she said, “I had some cash set aside and I sold some jewelry.”

      “You ran out?” Havel asked. “The place you were staying in was small and remote but would’ve been expensive for the area.” She found a deep frown marring his brow when she looked directly at him.

      “Not that my finances are any of your business,” she replied frostily, choosing to forget that Havel had decided to make every part of her life his business. “But I had plenty of money left over. Kris and I could’ve moved several more times before there would’ve been a strain.”

      “Where’d the money go?”

      “The asshole who kidnapped me forgot to kidnap my cash and jewels, so I have to assume they’re either still hidden in my Sumatra cottage or the landlord found them and sold them.”

      Havel looked mildly guilty. “I should’ve asked you if there was anything you wanted to take.”

      Wow! Was the great and mighty Havel admitting he might’ve been wrong about something? Impossible. Yet, the softness in his gaze told her he actually cared.

      She relented. “It’s fine. None of it mattered to me.”

      Jozef cleared his throat, drawing their attention. You are not destitute. You have a sizeable inheritance that will become yours once we go through the paperwork.

      Leeza was surprised. “But I’d assumed…”

      That I would take your inheritance along with everything else?

      She nodded, dropping her gaze. She should’ve realized he was not that kind of man. He’d loved her like a sibling. The war Dasha and Krystoff started tore the family apart and now it seemed like Jozef was trying to put the pieces back together.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, then cleared her throat and forced herself to look at him. “I mean it. We all know how these things usually go down. I am truly grateful to be alive, let alone inheriting anything.”

      Saskia gripped Leeza’s hand. She would be feeling the exact same as Leeza. Confused, grateful, angry, sad, grief-stricken… but also hopeful.

      “You have nothing to be thankful for.” It was Shaun who spoke, her voice soft but firm. “Your home and family were taken from you. It’s our duty to return as much of what you lost as we can. I’m just sorry it’s not more.”

      Jozef reached for Shaun’s hand and Leeza knew he was showing his support for her words.

      “How much do we get then?” Saskia asked, instantly lightening the mood. “Like are we talking enough to buy a Hermes scarf or a couple of football stadiums?”

      Leeza laughed at Saskia’s bold question, but she raised a questioning brow at Jozef.

      Jozef smiled and shook his head before signing to Saskia, Enough for you to finish your university studies and get an excellent job as a foreign translator.

      “Not fair!” she protested. “You should pay for my university and give me the money after. It’s what m…” her voice wobbled, but she took a breath and continued, “It’s what mom and dad were going to do.”

      And so I shall, Jozef reassured her. When you're 21, you will be able to access your inheritance directly.

      The two continued discussing the inheritance while Fatima drew Havel and Shaun’s attention. No matter the situation, Fatima was always unfailingly pleasant and motherly. Leeza felt better having Fatima in the same building as her and Kris. Another woman, and one who wasn’t part of the mafia world before Shaun married Jozef.

      “I think it’s time to go,” Havel rumbled to Leeza a few minutes later, nodding toward Kris who was curled up in an oversized sofa chair, asleep with two of Saskia’s dolls clutched in his arms.

      “Oh gosh, he’s so sweet,” Shaun sighed, her soft gaze on his sleeping face.

      Fatima squeezed her daughter’s arm in gentle reassurance. Leeza had heard that Shaun was struggling to conceive.

      Standing, Havel and Leeza said their goodbyes before Havel scooped a still sleeping Kris into his arms and carried him out of the sitting room, heading toward the foyer.

      Leeza hesitated before following Havel. Fatima and Shaun were chatting and laughing together and Leeza wondered if the ache in her chest for all she lost would ever lessen.

      It was a blessing to step out into the cool September evening and Leeza breathed deeply, taking the fresh air into her lungs as she left the oppressive mansion behind. She supposed it was better that the place no longer felt like home. Perhaps it would get easier to visit as time passed.

      Havel held Kris easily against his shoulder with one hand while reaching for Leeza with the other, taking her cold fingers in his and squeezing, warming her. “You alright?”

      She shook her head. “Not yet.”

      “You will be.” It was a statement, but it was reassuring. He wasn’t going to let her wallow in her grief forever.

      She offered him a smile as they made their way to their waiting car, surrounded by their bodyguards, the dying sun lighting a path for them.
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        * * *

      

      Adam swiped at the sweat dripping down his brow. It was summer in eastern Europe, but it wasn’t a hot day. In fact, it was cool enough that he shouldn’t be sweating so much. There was something wrong with him. He knew it, but he didn’t have time to contemplate what it was.

      When she’d first joined the Koba family, the woman doctor had suggested he might want to get checked. She’d tried to hint that he might have diabetes. She was a nosy bitch though, and a foreigner, so he’d dismissed her. Now her words floated through his head. Could he have a serious illness?

      He didn’t know much about diabetes, but he knew there were needles involved and where there were needles, there was usually blood. If this were the case, it would be a problem.

      He couldn’t stand the sight of blood. Not since he was a young child and discovered his mother’s body, chopped to pieces and left in a pool of blood. He hadn’t understood that she was dead and had tried putting her back together, but the task had been impossible. The blood was too slippery and there was too much. Every time he attempted to re-attach a piece, it slid from his hands.

      His father, the Bratva accountant to the Moscow chapter, had discovered him that way. Sitting next to what had been his mother, covered head to toe in her blood, her severed head cradled in his lap.

      Leeza looked like her. Helena Horáček.

      Dark hair, pouty lips, velvet eyes.

      She was perfect. She always had been.

      He’d spent eight years making sure she stayed perfect. An angel, falling only when his dirty urges pushed him into taking her. He knew he shouldn’t. She was his mother. They were all his mother once he purified them and made them perfect.

      Inevitably though, they all fell to pieces.

      He wouldn’t let that happen to Leeza. He would watch over her, protect her, make her perfect again. And make sure she never fell to pieces.

      His heart jerked as she appeared on the sidewalk next to Zmatek. Before he could get a good glimpse, she was surrounded by her security team. Havel emerged from the car, his bald tattooed head a sinister beacon under the glow of the streetlamps.

      The giant bodyguard reached into the car, pulling a sleeping Kris out and settling him on his shoulder. Leeza adjusted a blanket around the child.

      Adam frowned.

      He’d always hated Kris for stealing her attention. All of her doting love should’ve belonged to Adam, but instead she’d been forced to shower it on the child.

      Adam would’ve gotten rid of him years ago, except Krystoff Koba had insisted the child live. He was the heir to the Kobe empire. From the day of his birth, young Kristoph was the most protected person on the estate.

      Perhaps now that there was a change in management, Adam could get closer, maybe do what he’d wanted to do years ago. Remove any and all obstacles standing between Adam and Leeza. Then they could be together again, the way they were meant to be.
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      “I need something to do,” Leeza announced. “I can’t sit around here all day, every day.”

      She’d put Kris to bed while Havel went to Guard Dog to check on a team he’d sent into the field. It was headed by Halil who was young but dedicated and had recently recovered from a gunshot wound inflicted during Jozef’s takeover. This was his first time leading a team and Havel was nervous for him.

      Now they were preparing for bed, Leeza sitting on her side smoothing lotion down her leg. Havel watched her as he pulled his shirt over his head and tossed it in the direction of the laundry hamper. He missed by several feet.

      “You’ve been here for three days.” Havel sat on the edge of the bed and pulled his socks off, throwing them toward the hamper and missing. “You can’t be bored already.”

      “I’m not bored… I just…” She made a frustrated sound and stood to face him. “I hated being a trophy wife and I don’t ever want to go back to that.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “You didn’t look like any kind of a trophy wife to me. In fact, you looked like you wore the pants in that relationship.”

      She shook her head chidingly. “My stepfather wore the pants in all our relationships. You know what I mean. I don’t want to be a useless bit of fluff that gets trotted out whenever there’s a public event for me to attend.”

      “You don’t want to be my arm candy?” There was a hint of sarcasm to his tone. “Too bad, you’re definitely prettier than me.”

      She glared at him. “Don’t be stupid, Havel. You know what I’m trying to say.”

      “Why don’t you spell it out for me?” His hands went to the buttons on his jeans and she was momentarily distracted by the treasure trail running from his belly to his groin before forcing herself to look away.

      “I want to do something with my life, not just sit around here flipping through magazines and planning shopping trips.”

      He pushed his pants down his thighs and stepped out of them, standing in his underwear as he faced her. “How about the job of mother? Not good enough for you?”

      Fury lit a flame inside her. Not even his impossibly chiseled body, honed from hours spent in the gym and in the field working with his men, inked with underworld symbolism, could distract her. “Is that your opinion of working moms?” she demanded. “They’re not good women because they don’t stay home with their kids?”

      “I have the utmost respect for women who have to get jobs to support their families.”

      “But not for women who choose to work, leaving their kids at home,” she countered.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “You may as well have,” she accused, crossing her arms over her chest. “It’s not okay anymore to assume a woman should stay home with the children while her husband works.”

      “I’m not debating this with you,” he snapped, stalking around the bed.

      Despite being intimidated, she held her ground. All those muscles! His thighs were the size of her waist, his biceps like tree trunks.

      Stopping a foot from her, he continued, “I don’t give a shit what other women do. I only give a shit what you do, and right now, you’re going to be a good girl and go to bed. Tomorrow and every day after, you will continue to act the perfect housewife until I’m convinced you’re not trying to raise a secret army to take out your cousin.”

      Her jaw dropped and it took her a moment to recover. When she did, her voice vibrated with fury. “I never wanted the Koba organization and it’s utterly ridiculous to imply that’s what I was doing.”

      “I know,” he said mildly, though she could see the responding anger in his eyes. “You were trying to get daddy’s attention once you realized how truly evil he was. Only problem with that is you brought down an entire fucking organization with your reckless actions. And you wonder why I want you at home where I can keep an eye on you? Don’t be so naive.”

      His words struck her like a physical blow.

      Her fault.

      It was all her fault.

      She brought down the Koba family.

      It was her fault her mother was dead.

      She half fell, half sat on the bed, bowing her head so her hair curtained the anguish she knew was twisting her features. “You’re right, of course.” Her chest squeezed painfully and she pressed her hands against it. “I’m the reason they’re dead. All of them.”

      He was silent. A moment later, the mattress dipped as he sat next to her. He lifted a hand, hesitating before dropping it to caress her head. “You were the spark that lit the powder keg, but it would’ve happened anyway. Jozef would’ve eventually found out who killed his parents and he would’ve gone after Dasha, which would’ve ignited a war with Krystoff, leaving us at the exact same place we’re at now.”

      “If you believe that, then why do you keep blaming me?”

      “I don’t blame you,” he growled, running a frustrated hand over his head. “But I don’t trust you either.”

      “What kind of a relationship do we have if you can’t trust me?”

      He frowned, his gaze pinning hers. “Do you trust me?”

      “Yes,” she responded without hesitation. “Implicitly.”

      His eyebrows shot up. “Why?”

      She shrugged. “You’ve never given me a reason not to trust you. You’ve always done exactly as you’ve said you’ll do. Even when I despise the action, I understand where it’s coming from. You follow orders but you also have personal integrity that makes you thoughtful and measured when dealing with someone. You don’t lie or cheat.”

      His gaze softened. “I think you see more than is actually there, sweetheart. I’ve tortured guys who definitely wouldn’t agree with your definition of integrity.”

      She smiled tightly. “I bet you gave those guys a chance to give you what you wanted first, then told them exactly what you were going to do to them before doing it.”

      He shook his head but looked pleased with her assessment. “You’re right and you’re wrong on that one. I’ve fucked enemies up with no conversation first. Just straight fuckery for the fun of it.”

      “They did something to deserve it.” She didn’t believe for one second he would torture anyone without a good reason. “You’ve been a fair man from the day I met you and you’ve never said or done anything to disprove that.”

      He took her chin and tilted her face up to the light, rubbing his thumb against her cheek. “What do you want from me?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re never this sweet with me,” he said. “What are you after? I’ve already said no to you getting a job. I’m not going to change my mind.”

      She jerked her chin out of his grip and stood. “Not everything I do has to have a motive.” She tried putting space between them, but he was too quick, snatching her wrist and forcing her to stand between his spread thighs.

      “I think with you there does have to be a motive.” He dragged her down onto the bed, flipping her onto her back and covering her with his body. He tapped her forehead with his finger. “This intelligent brain is always five steps ahead, which means I need to be on my toes if I want to keep up.”

      “You caught me, so you can’t be that far behind.” Her voice grew husky as the pressure of his body on top of hers stole her breath, sending a shower of tingles through her.

      “You made a mistake in Sumatra,” he murmured, his gaze going to her lips. “That’s how I caught up to you.”

      “What did I do wrong?”

      “It’s what you did right,” he countered. “You ordered a birthday cake for your son and had his name put on the frosting.”

      Her capture fell into place as she realized what’d happened. Guard Dog Securities had some of the most sophisticated surveillance technology in the world, funded by both the Bratva and the Czech government, each with their own agenda for the company of mercenaries. A constant sweep of keywords would’ve picked up Kris’s name in the bakery’s computer system as soon as it went online.

      Fuck. It was a rookie mistake.

      Havel read her mind. “Don’t be hard on yourself. You were frustratingly elusive up to that point. It’s never taken me four months to track a target.”

      "Don't call me a target."

      "Why not? It's what you were."

      "No. It's impersonal and makes me sound like a victim,” she said insistently. “I’ve had enough of that feeling in my life."

      “Fair enough. What about wife?”

      “Not that either.”

      “Why?” he demanded. “We’re good together.”

      She laughed bitterly. “All we know how to do is shout at each other. How is that supposed to translate into us being good together?”

      He grinned at her. “It’s the making up I’m talking about.” He dipped his head, capturing her lips in a light kiss.

      She didn’t fight him, instead she savoured the whisper soft feeling of his lips against hers. His breath mingled with hers as her pulse raced with anticipation. When she didn’t immediately push him away, he grew bolder, running a hand down her side to rest on her waist, his fingers sliding along the silky fabric of her camisole, stopping at the waistband of the matching panties. He was a deliberate man and she knew he was seducing her with soft touches and the illusion that she could push him away if she wanted to

      Heat washed over her and her skin tingled where his fingers touched.

      Havel’s cock pressed heavily against her thigh and she sensed the tight leash he had on his libido.

      “Please…” she whispered with desperation.

      “You don’t have to beg me, sweetheart, I’ll give you everything you’ve been missing.”

      She stiffened. “Please stop.”

      His eyes narrowed as he raised his head. “You want this as much as I do.”

      She gasped as he slid his hand down her thigh, moving his fingers under the lacy edge of the teddy.

      He pressed two broad fingers against her panty-clad pussy. He lifted his fingers to his nose, inhaling deeply, his eyes glowing with bronze heat as he looked at her. “You’re fucking dripping for me.”

      God, she wanted to punch him in the throat for being such a dick. She stared at him with every ounce of loathing she felt for men who thought they could treat women any damn way they pleased. “You know rape victims are fully capable of having orgasms, right? My vaginal lubrication has nothing to do with my desire to not have sex with you.”

      She waited breathlessly, wondering if she’d made it worse and was about to be mauled. If his expression, like he’d had a bucket of ice water thrown over him, was anything to go by then she was definitely not about to be mauled. Neck wrung maybe, but not in a sexy way.

      He rolled off her, standing next to the bed, lip curling. “You can sleep alone tonight.”

      “Good,” she snapped, sitting up and dragging a pillow protectively in front of her, clinging to it as she glared at him.

      Havel snatched a pillow from his side of the bed and headed for the living room, but before leaving he pinned her with a cool stare. “This is going to happen, sweetheart.” He pointed at himself, then her. “Time to get used to the idea.” He switched off the light as he left, plunging her into darkness.

      As she settled beneath the covers, she stared out the window and pondered his words. She was already used to the idea of having sex with Havel. Part of her even wanted it, but the other parts of her… the parts that died years ago, couldn’t see how this could possibly work.
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      Leeza felt warm and comfortable, so much so that she wanted to snuggle deeper into the blankets and sink back into the sweet embrace of sleep. Unfortunately, something was tickling her and that tickle was sending waves of heat through her.

      With a gasp, she came fully awake and tried scrambling up the bed, away from the sweet torture happening beneath the blankets. She was trapped though. “What are you doing?” She snatched the blanket away and stared dazedly down at Havel who was sprawled out between her legs, his chin glistening from her wetness, his arms wrapped around her thighs, immobilizing her.

      Her underwear was missing and she was bare to his gaze, his fingers… his tongue.

      How had he gotten her underwear off without waking her?

      Panic overtook her and she tried to pry his fingers from her thighs. It was impossible, of course, but the harder she tried, the more panicked she felt. “Kokot! Hajzl! Stop! Stop!” she shouted, cursing him out in their birth language.

      He moved quickly up her body, covering her mouth with his hand. “Stop it, you’ll wake Kris.”

      She bucked against him, attempting to dislodge him, but it was like trying to move a mountain. He weighed too much and though she was motivated, he wasn’t budging.

      "I can't breathe," she mumbled in panic. Her head swam and her heart hammered. She was going to pass out.

      “If I move my hand, will you be quiet?”

      Leeza tried her hardest to focus on his words. He was right. Kris didn’t need to see his mother in such distress, nor did he need to walk in on such a sexually charged scene.

      Havel moved his hand after she nodded.

      She sucked air into her lungs “Get off me!” she hissed.

      “We’re working out whatever this is, lásko, whether you choose to participate or not.”

      “Don’t you fucking touch me, or I’ll – “

      He pressed her into the mattress, his hands brutally curling around her arms. “You’ll do nothing because I’m in control now.”

      “Don’t do this!” she pleaded “Please, Havel.”

      “It’s time to move past your ex, and I’m going to help you.”

      “This isn’t the way.” She despised begging, but she couldn’t give him what he wanted. It was too much. She was too broken. “I get that you want to have sex, but not like this. You can… you can find someone else.” The words burned like hot ashes in her mouth. She didn’t want him fucking another woman, but she couldn’t give him what he wanted, so it was the only option. “I’ll agree to marry you if you find someone else for this.”

      He jerked up, releasing her arms and shoving a hand over his head. "Is that what you really want?"

      No, of course not, her heart cried out, but the alternative was impossible. “Yes, I’ll do whatever you want, just not this.” She cringed as she spoke.

      “Why?” he demanded.

      “I… I just can’t.” She couldn’t explain it to herself, let alone find the words to make him understand. It made no sense. When she was with Adam, she’d turned herself off, allowing him to do whatever he wanted to her body while her mind drifted into oblivion. But with Havel it was different. With him she wouldn’t be able to drift away; he would consume her and she’d never be the same.

      “You can and you will,” Havel said, his voice hardening. “I don’t know what’s going on with you, but I’m not letting it continue. We’re going to be a normal, healthy couple in every way that counts.”

      “Normal,” she snapped bitterly. “A mafia princess and her ex-bodyguard? A socialite and a mercenary? How is any of this normal?”

      “You need to stop labelling things.” Havel reached down the side of the bed and produced a pair of handcuffs and a scarf.

      “What are you doing?” Panic slammed into her again as he snapped the cuff over one wrist and dragged her arm toward the headboard. “Don’t you dare! Don’t you fucking dare!”

      After he secured her wrists over her head, he used the scarf to gag her. She screamed muffled obscenities at him, but he simply watched her while straddling her thighs.

      “You told me earlier that you trusted me.” His voice was calm and measured.

      “Mffffmmmm mmmuuuhhhh mmmfff!”

      “You said you trust me because I always do exactly as I say I’m going to do.” She glared fireballs at him. “So, I’m gonna tell you exactly what I’m about to do to you and you’ll trust that I won’t do anything worse. Understand?”

      “MMMMMMMMM!”

      “Good.” He pinned her with a heated look, his cock hardening against her belly. “Now, here’s what’s happening. I’m going to settle between your legs again and I’m going to slide my fingers into that dripping cunt while I use my tongue on you and I’m not going to stop until you’ve orgasmed at least three time.”

      Was it possible for a 28-year-old woman’s heart to explode from shock? No one had ever said such things to her, let alone done them. Adam had been twisted and depraved but when it came to sexual acts, he hadn’t demanded much of her. Maybe twice a year, he would summon her to his room where he would beat her, then fuck her in missionary position for as long as the Viagra in his system held out.

      Havel continued, “I’m not going to fuck you tonight because I need you to continue to trust that I’ll do as I say.” His lips brushed across hers over the gag, the scent of her arousal hanging in the air between them. “And just so you know what kind of sacrifice I’m making, I’m going to tell you the truth of what you’ve done to me.”

      She stared up at him, relieved to hear he wasn’t going to fuck her. At least not with his cock. She didn’t want him doing the other stuff either, but somehow it felt like less of a big deal than full penetration.

      “I haven’t touched a woman since the day I realized you were it for me.”

      No sex for over eight years? But he was such a virile man. It used to drive her nuts seeing women falling all over him and the way he would flirt back. But… he was right. That was before they became a couple. After, she couldn’t remember a single instance of his being in the company of another woman. Was it possible?

      He answered her unspoken question. “Couldn’t do it. As soon as you caught my attention, that was it for me. No one else was good enough. Couldn’t get an erection to save my life or I would’ve fucked your image out of my brain years ago.”

      She wasn’t sure if she should feel romanced or outraged by his words… but they were kind of sweet.

      He framed her face with his large hands, brushing several strands off her forehead. “So, you can see how I don’t want a sexless future, and since you’re it for me, we need to find a compromise.”

      She shook her head, but he ignored her, pressing his lips to her cheek, lingering for a moment, inhaling before moving down her body. She followed him with her eyes, the dim light coming from the window making his tattoos flow and move with the shadows.

      He eased himself between her thighs, forcing them wider with his broad shoulders.

      She let out a squeak as he gently touched her, parting the folds of her pussy with tender fingers. His movements were slow and precise and he watched her reactions, absorbing every muffled gasp and squirm of her hips. He blew a stream of air over her labia and her hips jerked in response.

      It felt… really good.

      She watched him as he explored her with aching slowness, mapping her vagina until she was sure he knew it better that she did. She hadn’t touched herself since her wedding. Or her wedding night to be precise.

      The stark reminder of her marital bed had her trying to jerk out of his grip, but he held her tight, his fingers imprinting into her hips.

      “Stop thinking,” he ordered.

      “Fuck off!” she snaped through the gag, but it came out mumbled.

      “Language, sweetheart. You gotta control yourself or you’ll let something slip in front of our son.”

      Our son!

      Again, he sent her world spinning in just a few words. He was calling Kris his son now? The confusing combination of hope, fear, and anger surfaced again.

      Havel slapped her thigh sharply.

      “Mmmmmmm!”

      “Pay attention and I won’t hurt you.”

      She tried to kick him, but he chuckled as he caught her ankle and held it immobile in his monster hand, his gaze daring her to try again. He placed a kiss against the arch of her foot then placed it back on the bed.

      Pinning her with a look, he said, “If you kick me, I’ll flip you over and spank you until you can’t sit. Understand?”

      She held his gaze for several seconds before nodding.

      “Now take this orgasm like a good girl.”

      He dove head first into her pussy, sucking her clit between his lips as he slid two thick fingers inside her.

      Leeza’s hips came off the mattress and a scream of pleasure ripped from her throat. It was incredible! His tongue was wet and slippery, but harsh and raspy too. It hurt, but in a really, really good way. Oh fuck, he was right. She was coming!

      She let out a long moan as her orgasm hit her, stealing her breath, her heart, and her sanity all at once.

      Her hips dropped to the bed and Havel raised his head to look at her. She thought she would see triumph there, but his gaze reflected such a pained longing, such a desire for her, that if she weren’t wearing the gag, if she wasn’t still afraid, if she still didn’t believe she could do it, she might have fucked him for his sake. To slake his desperation.

      He pointed at her, then held up one finger for her to see.

      She frowned, trying to decipher it, but before she could, he was lowering his head, his tongue stroking her once more, his fingers moving inside her, pressing against the most delicious spot. It made her feel hot, itchy, uncomfortable, but so, so good!

      Then she was flying over the edge again, her heart hammering ecstatically, her lips stretching in a smile, warmth spreading through her entire body.

      Havel held his hand up showing her two fingers this time. The he dove back in.

      He was ticking off the orgasms and she had one more to go.

      She tried to tell him no, but he couldn’t hear her through the gag. Or chose not to.

      Her oversensitive flesh felt raw, almost painful as he continued to touch her. She jerked her hips, but he anchored her in place, forcing her to take the pleasure.

      And he was right, the sensations rapidly morphed into something else. Something that went beyond pain and pleasure and into sexual awakening. The orgasm building up inside her was catastrophic. It was life changing.

      She screamed against the gag, her hips flying off the bed, her legs curling as she tried to pull herself into the fetal position. Her legs flopped and she stared at the ceiling as Havel crawled up her body and pulled her gag away, kissing her roughly.

      She had no fight left in her. His kiss was full of sexual frustration. Of a dangerous promise. Maybe not tonight, but soon. Soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      “Want a drink?” Havel asked as he removed the scarf from her mouth.

      It took Leeza a moment to realize Havel had spoken. She was still dazed from her multiple orgasms. It was going to take some time to get over it. After experiencing what a real orgasm felt like, she was realizing she’d never actually had one.

      She thought she had when she was younger. She’d masturbated before her marriage, but anything she’d managed to achieve had been weak compared to what Havel had just wrung out of her.

      She licked her dry lips, her voice hoarse from screaming her ecstasy. “Yes, I’d like a drink.”

      Havel uncuffed her and helped her sit up, rubbing her wrists where the metal had bit into her. “Sorry, I didn’t have time to buy fuzzy ones.”

      “It’s probably sexier that you used your own.”

      He chuckled, helping her off the bed and tugging her camisole into place. “They’re Jozef’s. I use zip ties in the field. Faster and cheaper.”

      “Knowing they belong to my cousin makes it less sexy, Havel.”

      “I didn’t know sexy was achievable with you.” He took her hand and walked with her into the open area that captured both the living room and kitchen.

      “I didn’t either,” she admitted.

      “Stay here,” he said, gruffly, leaving her standing next to the kitchen island.

      She watched in bemusement as he walked to the couch, his biceps flexing as he picked it up and carried it over to the floor-to-ceiling window.

      “Sit,” he instructed as he set it down. The stunning nighttime view of Prague sprawled below. The river Vlatva looked like a black snake winding its way through the city.

      As she slid onto the cushion, Leeza heard the pop of a cork behind her and a slow smile stretched her lips. This felt like something she’d rarely achieved in her life… a perfect moment. She’d had one on the day Havel proposed to her, another when Kris was born, and a handful more through her years of parenting. But this was different. Instead of pride, she felt… happiness.

      She knew it was fleeting. Knew that there was too much history between her and Havel for things to go smoothly. Though Havel had forced her to face her hang-ups over sex, she was a long way from being okay. Forcing orgasms on her may have shown her that she was capable of enjoying sex, but it didn’t resolve the years of abuse, or her murky feelings surrounding relationships.

      Havel’s bare feet were whisper soft as he rounded the couch, handing Leeza a glass filled with sparkling wine. She took a sip, savouring the liquid. Havel sat on the couch next to her, a crystal tumbler in hand. She took the glass from him and took a small drink.

      “Water,” she murmured as she handed it back. She wasn’t surprised. Havel didn’t drink often and never before a job. “Do you have a contract lined up?”

      “In a few days.”

      “Can you tell me?” she asked, curious about what him and his team of mercenaries got up to. Their work had always been shrouded in mystery and Leeza was curious what a regular job looked like.

      He rubbed his chin as he considered her request, then nodded briefly. “We’re dropping off an arms shipment.”

      “Where?”

      He told her.

      She frowned. “Are you worried about going into an active warzone?”

      He chuckled. “Sweetheart, I may as well have been born in one. Life is at its best when I’m dodging bullets and unleashing hell on anyone who gets between me and my target.”

      She smiled at his bloodthirsty comment. She got it. She took martial arts and weapons training so she could unleash a little hell of her own, but as a woman and a mafia princess, the opportunity rarely arose.

      “Sometimes I envy you,” she murmured.

      “I know.”

      They watched the winking lights below in companionable silence. Leeza felt soothed by the soft in and out of Havel’s breathing, the warmth of his body next to hers, the sparkling wine making her feel deliciously fuzzy.

      She could’ve happily fallen asleep next to him, his arm curved against the back of the couch, almost cradling her, but his deep voice punctured the moment.

      “Want to talk about it?”

      Confused, she looked at him.

      “Adam, your marriage, the reason you’re taking sex off the table for us.”

      She sighed deeply and curled further into the couch cushion in an attempt to make herself smaller. “No, I really don’t want to talk about it, but since you don’t seem to be letting the marriage idea go, I guess we better.”

      “It’ll be good for you to talk it through.”

      “I have a therapist already, and she’s definitely not you.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “I didn’t know that.”

      She smirked. “Something the great and mighty Havel doesn’t know? I’m truly shocked.” She pretended to look shocked, then smothered a shriek as he slid his hand under her bare bottom and pinched her.

      She jumped and the wine sloshed in her glass. “Stop! I’ll spill the wine and Hilda will kill us both when she sees what we did to the couch.”

      Havel sat back with a smirk. “Okay, stopping. But you haven’t answered my question.”

      She tapped her fingers on her knee, thinking about it. Why not tell him? Why not let him share the burden? “My therapist is American. She specializes in grief counselling, but she’s helped me with all kinds of things.”

      “How long have you been seeing her?”

      “About four years,” she admitted.

      “I need to know who she is and what you’ve told her,” Havel demanded. “How did no one know about her? We know about everything. This is a security breach and I need to know how it happened so I can fix the leak.”

      Leeza narrowed her eyes. “I’m not saying another word until you promise not to murder my therapist.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Leeza, I’m not gonna to kill the woman, but I need to know who she is and how you were able to contact her without me finding out. I have a bead on everything that happens on the Koba property. You shouldn’t have been able to sneeze without me knowing.”

      “You promise you won’t touch her and I’ll tell you everything.”

      “On Kris’s life,” he growled in annoyance. “Now start talking.”

      Trust Havel to start off a conversation all sweet with good intentions and then take a hard left into a security breach that needed instant fixing. Still, as much as he frustrated her, Havel acting like himself also made her feel better, more secure. Like she was truly home.

      “Fine.” She took another long sip of her wine, bracing herself for the inevitable explosions that were soon to come. “It was my mother who first introduced me to Hannah and helped me connect with her outside of family surveillance channels.”

      “Why would she do that?” he demanded, his frustration clear. “Your mother understood security protocols better than any of us. She was the one who insisted her children have no less than three bodyguards everywhere they went.”

      Leeza nodded. “Yeah, security was extremely important to her, but so was keeping her secrets and Hannah was her therapist too.”

      “Why did—”

      Leeza cut him off. “You want to know why she kept Hannah a secret? Take a wild guess. What would Krystoff have done if he’d found out his wife was in therapy?”

      “He would’ve either killed the therapist or found a way to get his hands on her notes.”

      “Exactly. And mom wasn’t willing to take that risk, not with her secrets.”

      “Jozef’s parents.” His voice was grim when he mentioned Dasha’s darkest secret.

      “Among other things,” Leeza admitted.

      “So your mother created a back channel to speak to the woman. That doesn’t explain why she had you talking to this therapist.”

      “I found out about Vasiliy.” She cast her eyes downward. It was still a difficult thing to process. She knew she’d done nothing wrong by being born, but in the mafia, family pride was everything. It was a shameful thing to be born outside the family.

      “So you confronted your mother and she turned you onto her therapist.” He placed his hand on her thigh, wrapping his fingers around it and sending her heart into flight. “Now back to your ex-husband.”

      “Yeah,” she said softly, enjoying the tingles pooling in her in her core. “I hate talking about him.”

      “Me too, sweetheart.”

      She started trembling and had to draw in a deep breath to calm herself. Her therapist described it as a flight response to the trauma inflicted by Adam. If she even thought of the things he used to do to her, she would start shaking. “I’m going to say this quickly so I can get it all out, but I don’t want you to interrupt and you’re going to want to. Okay? I talk, no interruptions.”

      He nodded, his fingers tightening on her thigh.

      “I guess we may as well start at the beginning,” she said, her voice taking on a robotic quality as she tried to get the words out without breaking down. “The day I was informed that I would be marrying Adam Horáček was the first time I met him. The second was on our wedding day. On our wedding night, he called me a whore for wearing makeup to our wedding before forcing me to clean myself from head to foot. I didn’t understand what was happening. Nothing in my life had prepared me for him.”

      “Did he rape you?” Havel asked, anger vibrating in his voice.

      “Don’t interrupt!” she admonished sharply. “No, he didn’t rape me. I knew my duty as his wife was to give myself to him on our wedding night. It wasn’t rape because I didn’t fight him, but there was nothing good about it either. He was cold and clinical, rough because I wasn’t ready. He called me names like whore and slut. I cried and he beat me for ruining our wedding night. He got pleasure from beating me. He wasn’t angry, more like vengeful, gleeful almost. He said the pain would purify me.”

      Havel made an animalistic noise of rage but kept his promise not to interrupt.

      She continued quickly, because if she stopped now she wouldn’t get it all out. “After that night, he didn’t touch me for several weeks and we never once shared a bedroom. He watched me, followed me, but rarely spoke to me. I remember thinking it was strange and wondering if he hated me or resented our marriage as much as I did, but I don’t think that was it. Then, about two months after the wedding, he summoned me to his bedroom and repeated the same things he did on our wedding night, only it was much worse because he… because he…” Because he took pills that made him able to fuck me for hours and hours without mercy and it was awful and painful and humiliating and as much as I know it’s not my fault, the shame still burns like a fire that will never go out. “As time passed, the beatings grew progressively more severe until Krystoff started noticing the bruises. I thought it might end when he confronted Adam, but Krystoff didn’t care. He told Adam to be more discreet and go easier until I produced an heir.”

      Bitterness filled her heart as she remembered she and Adam standing in front of Krystoff, the man she’d always known as her father, telling her husband it was okay to hit her. Any love she’d had left for Krystoff died that day and when she discovered he wasn’t her birth father, she’d rejoiced.

      “There’s not much else to say,” she continued. “I had Kris about a year after that conversation. Not much changed with Adam, but the beatings and the sex grew more and more infrequent. I don’t know why, but I was grateful for the reprieve. Our last encounter was shortly after Shaun arrived and everything around us went to shit.”

      “Do you think everything went to shit or do you think maybe things are being set right again?” Havel’s deep voice soothed the frantic beating of her heart as terrible memories assailed her.

      She finished the last few drops of her wine as she thought about his words. “I guess it’s too soon to tell.”

      He took her the wine glass from her and set it on the floor next to his water glass, then took her hand in his. Leeza he could feel the heat of his anger, but she knew it wasn't aimed at her. Maybe he sensed it wasn't the right time to explode. Maybe he understood that she needed to heal.

      And maybe the person she needed to heal with was him. Maybe he was right, maybe the universe was setting things to right. It was hard to see things that way, since she lost her mother and nearly lost her own life, but things did seem to be working themselves out.

      “Okay,” she said, staring out the window.

      “Okay?”

      “Okay, I’ll marry you.” The words were out before she could call them back. In a matter of days, Havel had shown her hints of the life she could’ve had if she hadn’t married Adam. She felt safe and protected. He cared about her son and was loving and gentle with him.

      Havel touched her face, turning it so she was looking at him. “I love you, sweetheart.”

      Her heart felt like it was both breaking and healing at the same time. “I know.”

      He kissed her forehead, then stood, towering over her before scooping her off the couch and into his arms. She settled against him, leaning her head on his chest and inhaling his masculine scent as he carried her to the bedroom.
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      “Why the fuck haven’t we found him yet?” Havel growled his frustration at his gathered team members, which included tech chief, Ali, as well as Cooper, Ayaan, and Pavel. He pointed at Ayaan and Cooper. “You two remain on your principals but keep your eyes open. Adam Horáček is out there somewhere and his obsession will drive him to come after Leeza.”

      “Do you think maybe you’re projecting your own feelings onto the man?” said the only person in the room who wouldn’t catch a bullet for challenging their leader. Ayaan continued, “Maybe the guy just fucked off to Russia and back into the Bratva’s inner circle.”

      Havel stared at her coldly. “Are you proposing we take that kind of risk with the woman you’ve been charged with guarding? You’ve read Adam Horáček’s file; you know what he’s capable of. Do you need to see the images again, so you’re reminded what’s at stake?”

      Ayaan sat up straighter and shook her head.

      He glared around the room. “You are to assume Adam can and will strike at any moment.” He pinned Ayaan with a look. “He won’t stop until we stop him. Now go do your jobs and bring me his head.”

      Havel indicated Ali should stay as the rest of the staff left the room. Dropping into a chair, he said, “There is no priority higher than this. We’re going to pull in every resource until we know where Horáček is, then we’ll plan an attack strategy. For now, I want you to track someone down for me. A woman named Hannah Holloway. She’s a therapist based in the United States. Find her notes and send me anything related to Leeza and Dasha Koba. They will have used aliases, so make sure you’re thorough.”

      “Yes, boss.” Ali picked up his laptop and notes and left the conference room.

      Havel had a couple seconds of peace before his phone vibrated in his pocket. Pulling it out, he checked his messages. It was from Jozef.

      
        
          
            
              
        On my way to Guard Dog for some sparring. Meet me in ten.

      

      

      

      

      

      Havel scrubbed a hand over his head. He didn’t have time for a break, and ‘sparring’ usually meant Jozef was in a mood and wanted to kick Havel’s ass in the ring because he couldn’t beat up his real problem. Which meant Shaun had done something to annoy him.

      Havel growled his annoyance and pushed away from the table. Jozef could try to take him down, but Havel was having a shitty day. After his discussion with Leeza the night before, guilt was eating at him for not helping her years ago. He’d allowed hurt pride to keep him from seeing what her marriage was really like.

      He left the Guard Dog offices, taking the stairs two at a time until he reached the top floor. Entering his apartment, he nodded at the housekeeper, who informed him that Leeza, Kris and the tutor were on the roof helping Fatima with her garden.

      Good, he wasn’t in the mood for another confrontation with Leeza. As much as he loved the woman, she was twisting him in knots. “Thanks, Hilda.”

      Havel changed into his workout shorts and T-shirt and headed to the gym in the building which he frequented it daily. It sported floor to ceiling windows on two sides, mirroring the condo, but the gym was open concept with a boxing ring in the center, surrounded by free weights and machines.

      Jozef was sitting on a bench next to the ring and appeared to be lost in thought when Havel approached.

      “Hey man, what’s up?” Havel dropped down next to him.

      Jozef signed, S-H-A-U-N’s having lunch with the Prime Minister’s wife.

      Havel wasn't surprised. Shaun, a world renowned neurosurgeon, had removed a brain tumor from the Prime Minister several months earlier and as a result, had been developing a friendship with the politician’s wife. Every time she met Irena Makovsky, Havel was tasked with sending extra security.

      She thinks she’s protecting me from going to prison again, Jozef continued. She plans on contributing to his re-election campaign. B-R-A-N-I-S-L-A-V only has a few years before the tumor comes back but she thinks Irena will run for office and that she’ll get the sympathy votes she needs after he passes.

      “Jesus,” Havel said, shaking his head. “That wife of yours is on a different level. Fucking genius.”

      Jozef smiled tightly at the compliment. She’s a brain surgeon, so yes, quite intelligent. Problem is, she’s playing a dangerous game that could backfire, putting her as much at risk of criminal exposure as me. She needs to stay out of it before she implicates herself.

      “Why don’t you tell her to stop seeing Irena?” Havel suggested. “Problem solved.”

      Jozef shook his head. Saying no to my wife causes more problems than it solves. It’s better that she gets her way.

      Havel laughed but turned it into a cough when Jozef gave him the famous Guard Dog stare, reminding him of who the company was named after. Standing, Havel muttered, “Let’s get this beating over with.”

      Jozef and Havel were evenly matched. Havel was the larger man with a heavier musculature. He was ruthless in his approach, but Jozef was faster and had more precision on his side, his leaner body moving like lightning as he lunged away from Havel’s punches.

      Havel grunted, his head snapping back as Jozef dodged under his guard and threw a fist into his jaw. Havel recovered quickly enough to retaliate with a flurry of fists, sending Jozef into the ropes, his arms up to cover his center.

      Havel got a few good hits in before Jozef was able to throw a shoulder into Havel’s solar plexus, winding him and sending him stumbling back.

      Jozef was on top of him in half a second, pushing his advantage until Havel was forced to retreat.

      The two danced around each other, taking turns jabbing and throwing kicks.

      Jozef got one more good hit in, burying his fist in Havel’s side.

      “Motherfucker!” The flash of pain gave Havel the impetus to go on the attack again, shoving Jozef back, causing the other man to stumble. Havel took quick advantage, gripping Jozef around the neck and taking him down to the mat, twisting him into an armbar-headlock.

      Jozef struggled for a few seconds, realized the futility of fighting back and tapped Havel’s thigh.

      Havel rolled away from Jozef, laying on his back on the mat and panting. It was a quick but brutal match. He’d be feeling the bruises tomorrow, but for today he felt good. The fight had cleared his mind and gave him renewed energy and focus. He would hunt down Leeza’s ex-husband and explain in detail, as he wound the other man’s guts around his fist, how very much Adam should have never touched what belonged to Havel.

      Jozef was sitting up against a corner post, removing the tape from his gloves as he used his forearm to stem the flow of blood coming from his nose.

      Havel stripped his own gloves off, leapt over the ropes and returned with a towel, tossing it toward Jozef.

      Jozef gave him a bloody grin and thrust it up against his face.

      “Good match,” Havel muttered, lifting his water bottle and drinking deeply before spraying what was left over his head.

      Jozef grunted his agreement.

      “I’ll keep an eye on her for you,” Havel said, tossing Jozef a bottle of water from a stocked fridge. “You know I got your back, man, especially when it comes to the security of your family. I’ll personally monitor Shaun’s involvement with the Prime Minister and send you detailed reports.”

      Jozef set the water and towel down so he could sign. You’ll bug his office and residence?

      Havel switched from verbal to sign language. The conversation was taking a turn into territory that could get them in hot water if it was overheard. We’re already on it. Should be done by the end of the day. We’ll let you know if B-R-A-N-I-S-L-A-V is being respectful toward your wife or if you need to pay the man a visit.

      Good. Shaun frowns upon my so-called thug tactics when it comes to intimidation. She prefers I be more diplomatic in my approach to people, especially those who might hold our future in their hands.

      Havel laughed. Jozef was plenty diplomatic. He negotiated using fists and bullets, same as Havel. Leopards didn’t change their spots, but they knew how to keep the peace in their homes by appearing domesticated.

      I didn’t come here for Shaun alone, Jozef continued. I have a favour to ask. It’s about a job.

      Havel was used to Jozef bringing him jobs. It had been their dynamic for the better part of a quarter century.

      It better be a good job. My people despise babysitting duty, especially S-A-S-K-I-A. That kid has a special place in hell with her name on it for the trouble she puts my bodyguards through. She fucking lost my new guy at the University twice in the same day. He offered to quit due to incompetence, but the rest of us assured him getting the Saskia slip is a rite of passage.

      Jozef flashed him a grin. We all took our turn watching her. Leave it to the younger bodyguards to keep up with her. I’m not worried. If anyone knows how to get out of a situation, it’s Saskia. I’m not talking about a job for you, I’m talking about one for me. I want in on your next overseas contract.

      Havel let out a bark of laughter. Domestic life already boring you?

      Jozef shook his head. Says the guy proposing to settle down with my cousin.

      Your cousin is mafia through-and-through. I won’t know a boring minute of marriage with her in my life.

      Jozef’s lip curled. Sometimes I wonder where we would be if L-E-E-Z-A had been born male.

      “She’d be dead,” Havel said flatly, pushing himself off the bench. “Krystoff would’ve done it himself.”

      Jozef nodded his agreement. He would’ve put a bullet in his son’s head as soon as he found out they weren’t blood related. Couldn’t have the kid inherit. It’s cold, but maybe not any colder than what he did to the woman he raised as a daughter.

      Havel was about to agree when a piercing scream split the air sending a shot of adrenalin through him. Years of security had both men on their feet and running toward the door. Jozef’s face was set in grim lines while Havel’s only purpose was to get to Leeza.

      It had been her voice, her scream.
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      The sun warmed her as Leeza rested her head on the back of her lounger and closed her eyes, letting out a long sigh of pleasure. She was wearing a red sleeveless top and black shorts that showed off enough skin that she might get a slight tan if she stayed out long enough. It had been a long time since she enjoyed the simple pleasure of the sun on her body. Maybe years.

      She half listened to Oliver and Fatima’s chatter as they crouched over one of Fatima’s garden-boxes together. Havel had given Fatima the use of Zmatek’s rooftop to create a gardener’s utopia. According to Fatima, he’d even had a shed built for her to store her supplies and gave her the use of his staff to move dirt, flowers and vegetable planters.

      Leeza had to admit it was pretty sweet of the badass mercenary to take care of Jozef’s mother-in-law. Just like he watched out for Babi and Anne.

      “You’re doing a wonderful job, Kris,” Fatima said, a smile in her voice. “I suspect you have a natural green thumb. Here let me help you with those seeds.”

      A smile curved Leeza’s lips and warmth, not entirely caused by the sun, spread through her. Growing up, Leeza had to be the perfect princess who helped her mother keep her perfect home. Individualism was not encouraged. Whenever Leeza had shown a flare of creativity, it was actively stamped out.

      When Kris was born, she’d vowed to give him whatever he needed to flourish. To give him as much warmth and wonder as she could manage within the confines of her prominent mafia family. Saskia was a good aunt to him, but she had been young when he was born and treated him more like a novelty than a nephew. No one else in the family had been capable of giving him the sense of love and acceptance a child needed to thrive. Only Leeza.

      Unlike Dasha, Fatima had a maternal warmth that she passed onto everyone around her, particularly Kris. The two had quickly bonded and Kris was starting to ask daily when he could see Fatima. He loved working with her in her garden and eating the fruits and vegetables she passed to him.

      Leeza was grateful for the extra help with her son, especially since she was still sorting out her relationship with Havel. Fatima was a safe person for Kris to visit. She was patient and loving and more than willing to do things on Kris’s terms.

      “I think that’s it for today.” Leeza cracked an eyelid and rolled her head to the side, watching as Fatima stood, brushing soil from her hands. Kris copied the action. “I’ll need to wash this dirt off before I meet Shaun for some shopping.”

      “Do you mind if I join you?” Leeza felt the urge to get out of Zmatek and spend time with other women. Shopping was something she used to enjoy. Retail therapy.

      “Of course.” Fatima didn’t hesitate, her usual warmth infusing her tone as she placed her gardening supplies in the shed, stepping aside to give Kris and Oliver room to do the same. “Shaun should be here in about half an hour.”

      “That works for me.” Leeza arranged for Oliver to stay with Kris until she got back.

      They took the stairs back to their respective suites. As Leeza exited the stairwell, a bodyguard stood waiting for her, a box in hand.

      “Ma’am, this arrived for you.”

      “Thank you.” Leeza reached for the box as he handed it to her. “Do you know where Havel is?”

      “He’s in the gym with Mr. Koba.”

      “When he’s finished, can you please let him know I’m going out with Shaun and Fatima?” She waited as the bodyguard punched in the door code to her apartment. “And if you don’t mind, please find Ayaan and let her know I’ll need her to accompany me.” She gave him a half smile. She didn’t recognize him, but she trusted Havel to choose her bodyguards with care. He would never intentionally put her in harm’s way.

      Leeza stepped inside the apartment, followed closely by Kris and Oliver who made their way to Kris’s room to collect his schoolbooks. The guard stood in the doorway, looking awkward and out-of-place.

      “What’s your name?” she asked as she searched the kitchen drawers for a pair of scissors.

      “Victor, Ma’am.”

      She shouldn’t have let the housekeeper arrange the kitchen. Leeza couldn’t find anything. “How long have you been working for Guard Dog?” She settled on a paring knife, setting the box on the counter and slicing through the tape on the package.

      “Two weeks, ma’am.”

      “And you’ve been put on babysitting duty?” Her tone was sympathetic. “Well, if you do your job well, it won’t be long before Havel gives you a chance at placement on one of his teams. Of course, everyone rotates bodyguarding and estate duty, but you’ll get some more exciting jobs soon, I’m sure.”

      “I hope so!”

      Leeza smiled at his youthful enthusiasm.

      She finished cutting through the tape and flipped the lid of the box open, looking inside. She assumed it was something Havel was having delivered to the apartment since she hadn’t ordered anything, but since her name was on it, she was definitely going to satisfy her curiosity.

      There was a scent coming from within. Not unpleasant, but not great either. Kind of an antiseptic hospital smell.

      Tissue paper filled the top of the box and an envelope rested on top. She picked up the envelope and used the knife to cut it open, pulling a small white card out. There was nothing on it except the words, ‘until death do us part.’

      A trickle of apprehension went down her spine, sparking an awareness that something wasn’t right. The popular wedding vow had been spoken by both her and Adam eight years ago when they united in matrimony. Could the package be from him? Havel seemed convinced Adam wouldn’t be a problem.

      Seeing the concern on her face, Victor stepped away from the open door. “Maybe you should let me take care of that.”

      Leeza ignored him and pulled the tissue paper out of the box, letting it float to the floor. She frowned as she saw another box, this one plastic with a snap lid. She unhooked the sides and pulled the top off, lifting the lid for a better look.

      A head.

      There was a head in the box.

      A dead head.

      Long, dark, tangled hair clung to a grey-skinned face in wet strands.

      The eyes staring up at her were lifeless, milky. The lips peeled back, frozen in an eternal scream of pain.

      Leeza froze, unable to process what she was seeing. It was a face, a dead woman!

      She stared until Victor reached her side, jolting her from her lethargy. Horrified, she flung the box away, screaming as she did it. It fell off the side of the island and hit the floor, the head rolling out, its dead eyes staring up at her.

      Screams spilled from her lips as she lunged away from it, falling over a chair and crashing to the floor. The need to get away from the head drove her as she scuttled backwards until she hit the couch where she climbed up the side.

      Another scream split the air and Leeza swung her head around to see Kris standing in his doorway, staring at her in terror. She beckoned to him, hoarsely commanding, “Come here, baby.”

      Kris flew toward her while Victor quickly snatched a dishcloth from the counter and draped it over the head.

      Kris stopped in front of her, wringing his hands. Leeza took hold of him and dragged him into her body, absorbing his warm presence, reminding herself that she was okay, he was okay, everything was okay.

      She needed her son more than he needed her to respect his personal space. She needed to feel him alive and breathing against her.

      Havel burst into the room, his gun in his hand. He was followed closely by Jozef who was also armed. Both men were sweating and Jozef had blood on his shirt.

      “I… a package came for me.” Leeza’s voice was unsteady, but she was proud of herself for getting the words out.

      Havel assessed the situation quickly and, holstering his gun, bent to look under the dishcloth.

      Leeza clutched Kris harder against her, averting her eyes to where Oliver stood in Kris’s doorway, his face white as a sheet. When he caught her eye, he shook his head. God, she hoped he didn’t quit over this. Kris needed him.

      Havel stood and turned to Victor, his body language confrontational. He spoke to Victor in a low voice so Kris wouldn’t hear, but the lines of his body screamed fury.

      She dropped a kiss on top of Kris’s head and took a deep breath. It was time to pull her shit back together and enter the fray. She wasn’t going to let her new bodyguard get fired, or worse, because he delivered a package.

      “Go see Oliver,” she whispered to Kris and when he hesitated, she squeezed his shoulder. “I’m fine, love. I saw a big, nasty spider, that’s all.” There was no way she was telling her six-year-old what really happened.

      He looked relieved and signed, spiders are great! O-L-I-V-E-R says they help our ecosystem by keeping the fly population down. I’ll teach you all about them so you don’t have to be scared anymore.

      She smiled at his sweetness, kissed him again and sent him to Oliver before rushing toward Havel.

      Jozef caught her arm, stopping her. Are you hurt?

      She shook her head. “No, just shocked. One doesn’t open boxes expecting to find… that.” She shuddered, nodding toward the head without looking at it.

      She stepped around Jozef. “It’s not his fault,” she said to Havel. “He was doing his job.”

      Havel turned to her, raising an eyebrow. “Are you defending this man?”

      “I’ve never had anyone open my packages before. I’m sure no one thought to check what was inside.”

      Havel pinned Victor with a hard stare. “Do you agree with her assessment?”

      “No, sir,” Victor replied, standing straighter and looking Havel in the eye. “The premise of her reasoning is flawed. She used to live at the mansion where there were safety checks in place. She is now established here at Zmatek where there are clear deficits in our security. As her assigned security agent, it was my duty to keep her safe until her primary bodyguard arrived to take over. I failed in my duty and will take responsibility.”

      Well, there was no helping a man determined to dig his own grave.

      Havel surprised her by saying, “Not entirely your fault. As you pointed out, there are deficits in building security. You will earn your way back onto guard rotation by outlining a series of corrections that should be made to both building security and the security of my family. You will also hunt down whoever delivered this package and have them in my office by morning.”

      “Of course, Sir.”

      “Dismissed,” Havel grunted and Victor left.

      “That was remarkably gentle,” Leeza murmured. “I thought you might shoot him.”

      “It was my first impulse, but HR says I need to stop doing that,” Havel said, his gravelly voice deep as he looked Leeza up and down, worry wrinkling his thick eyebrows. “You okay?”

      She nodded. “Just shaken. You have a Human Resources department?”

      “Yeah, me.”

      She laughed, the sound bubbling out before she could stop it, pulling a lopsided smile from Havel. Even at the most horrible moments, she still felt his love and protection down to her soul.

      Before she could say anything else, Ayaan, Shuan and Fatima came rushing through the door. Ayaan had her gun out.

      Leeza swallowed a sigh of irritation. What she needed were fewer people in her space until she sorted out what exactly had happened. Was the head in the box real? Of course it was. Who would send her a fake head? But who would send her a real head? And could it really be Adam who sent it? If so, why?

      Fatima rushed to check on Kris while Ayaan and Shaun surrounded Leeza. Ayaan peppered her with questions. “Who gave you the box? Did you recognize the face?”

      Shaun took hold of Leeza’s wrist, pinching it between her thumb and fingers, lifting her own wrist to look at her watch.

      “I think you’re in shock,” Shaun said in her most doctorly voice. “You need to sit down. Do you have any juice? Something with a little sugar will help.”

      “I’m fine.” Leeza pulled her wrist away and stepped toward Havel who reached for her, pulling her into his side and wrapping his hand around her hip.

      At his touch, she relaxed, her breathing returning to normal for the first time since opening the box. She looked up at him and he seemed to read the desperation in her gaze.

      He turned to Jozef and signed, she needs to know everything.

      What did she need to know?

      Her gaze switched to Jozef as he responded. Agreed. Do it. I’m going down to the club for a look around. The package would’ve been dropped off down there. I’ll see if the staff noticed anything strange.

      “C’mon, we’re going downstairs. I need to show you something.” Havel turned to Shaun, his expression grim. “Can you and your mother stay with Kris? He could probably use some extra care.”

      “He didn’t see anything,” Leeza rushed to clarify. “He was freaked out by my screaming.”

      “Of course we’ll stay,” Shaun reassured them. “Mom adores him and will want to spoil him after his shock.”

      Havel jerked his head at Ayaan. “You’re with us. From now on, you don’t take your eyes off Leeza for any reason.”

      “Yes, sir,” she agreed, determination in her tone.
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      “Do you think it’s him?” Leeza asked in the elevator as she, Ayaan, and Havel made their way down to Guard Dog Securities.

      “Yes.”

      The blood drained from Leeza’s face for the second time that day and leaned against the side of the elevator to keep her legs from collapsing. “But how? Why? And why send me… that?” She lifted a hand to ease the ache in her chest as she thought about the poor woman whose head that had been. The terror and pain on the poor woman’s face would haunt Leeza. “I don’t understand.”

      Havel framed her face with his hands as he towered over her. “I fucked up, sweetheart, and I’m so fucking sorry. I deserve to be shot for this as much as the guy who put the head in the box. I underestimated Horáček and overestimated my ability to find him. I haven’t been protecting you right, but that ends now.”

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and stood on her toes to get as close to him as she possibly could. In a husky voice, she said, “You listen to me, Havel Tsotsarov. My whole life you’ve been protecting me, even after my family blew up. You’re the one who sent my bodyguard a message the night of Jozef’s takeover.”

      He looked like he was about to deny it.

      “No, don’t give me that look, I know it was you. I also know you were the one who convinced my cousin to let me live when I became collateral damage. I will never forget that. You love me and my son and protect us with everything you have. For that, you will forever have my gratitude.”

      “I don’t want your gratitude,” he said stiffly.

      She gave him a crooked smile. “Well you have it.”

      “Is that why you haven’t tried to leave me? Gratitude?”

      “Of course not. You have me constantly surrounded by bodyguards, where am I supposed to go? Besides, would you let me leave if gratitude was all there was between us?”

      “Not a fucking chance.”

      “Good,” she whispered, pulling his head down for a kiss.

      It was a desperate kiss. A reaffirmation that they were both alive and together.

      The elevator door opened and Ayaan cleared her throat before stepping off.

      Havel broke the kiss, took Leeza’s hand and led her through the offices, ignoring greetings from the staff.

      “I saw what happened on the security feed.” A tall, serious-looking man approached them, his brow wrinkled. “I’m working on tracking the company that delivered the package. Is there anything else we can do?” The man shifted his gaze to Leeza and stuck his hand out. “Ma’am, I’m Ali, the office tech guy.”

      Havel knocked Ali’s hand out of the way before Leeza could reach for it, but his tone was pleasant enough as he said, “You do a lot more than tech stuff, man. And yes, you can pull everything we have on Adam Horáček and bring it to the conference room.”

      “Two minutes, Boss.”

      Havel ushered Leeza into the glass-walled conference room, closing the blinds to the rest of the office.

      She sat down, grateful to rest her shaking legs. After everything she’d gone through, particularly in the last year, she would have thought she’d be better at pulling her shit together in stressful situations, but she seemed to be getting worse at it.

      Ayaan walked into the office, a glass of orange juice in hand. She placed it in front of Leeza. “Doctor’s orders.”

      Despite her anxiety, Leeza smiled at the offering. “Thanks, though I would’ve preferred something stronger.”

      “Oh, I got you, babe.” Ayaan spoke in a voice so low only Leeza could hear. She winked and turned away to take her post at the door.

      Leeza lifted the drink to her lips and sighed as the taste of vodka hit her tongue. “Oh god, yes.” She savoured the warmth spreading from her throat to her belly as she downed half the glass.

      Ali entered the room and handed Havel a thick file who took it. Turning to Ayaan, he said, “I need the room.”

      “No sir,” she said, drawing a raised brow from her boss. “You said to keep eyes on my principal at all times. Can’t do that if I’m standing outside.”

      Havel glared at her. “You can assume if your principal is with me, you can take your eyes off her. Now get out.” He opened the door.

      She reluctantly left, but aimed a parting shot at Leeza, “If you need me, just call. I’ll have my ear pressed to the door.”

      Leeza offered a small smile acknowledging Ayaan's dedication. She was still shaken by her awful discovery, but at the same time, found herself comforted by the presence of Havel and his staff.

      Havel closed the door and then snapped the blinds shut, blocking Ayaan’s intense gaze as she stared at them from the other side of the glass.

      “She’s really dedicated to her job,” Leeza said.

      Havel dismissed the comment. “She’s dedicated to what she wants to be dedicated to, which was your sister for a while and now seems to be you. If I had to guess, Saskia asked her to keep an eye on you.”

      Leeza nodded, not surprised Ayaan and Saskia were friends. Both women were spunky and independent. Leeza wished she could be more like them, but she’d had rules and etiquette hammered into her from a young age. She wasn’t capable of outright disobedience unless it was something that negatively impacted her son.

      Her lark as the Phantom was the closest she’d ever come to bucking the system.

      Havel placed the file folder on the table as he sat down next to Leeza. When she reached for it, he captured her hand and held it still on top of the folder. “Once you see what’s in here, there’s no going back. Be sure you’re ready for this, sweetheart. There are things about your ex-husband you don’t know and if I’d done my job, you would never have known.”

      She pinned him with an irritated look. “If you expect our relationship to work, you have to stop hiding things from me – good and bad.” She placed her hand on top of his and squeezed. “You can stand between me and the rest of the world, but don’t ever keep secrets from me. Okay?”

      His eyebrows lowered. She knew that look. He was such a stubborn man. She supposed making her feelings clear was as much as she could do for now. She would work on equality within their relationship later.

      She moved his hand away, took a long, deep breath, and opened the folder. Absorbing herself in it, the rest of the world fell away as she learned about her husband of eight years. Things she didn’t know. Couldn’t have known or even suspected because it was unimaginable.

      Some of it she already knew. His name, Adam Horáček. Age, forty-five. Height 178 centimeters, the same as Leeza. Weight, 98.8 Kilograms. Brown hair, interspersed with grey. Blue eyes. Parents: deceased. He had an uncle, Stellan Jovanovich, who was high up in the Bratva and still alive, though estranged from his nephew.

      Then things got weird in a way that made Leeza wish she’d hadn’t opened the file. It documented Adam’s life from birth until they married. Adam had been a lonely, isolated child. Violent and sociopathic, which made him a bad fit for school. He was kept home with his mother, who tried to beat his violent tendencies out of him.

      Leeza was appalled at the things her ex-husband had suffered in his youth, but she only pitied the child he had been. She felt nothing but contempt for him now. She’d been raised by a mother who had almost no scruples and a stepfather who used his family as pawns, and she had no urges to go out and kill people.

      It wasn’t Adam’s early childhood that held her attention though. It was the police reports outlining grisly murders, accompanied by graphic crime scene photos.

      She sucked in a breath as she stared down at his first victim. “Adam was only thirteen when he killed this woman,” she whispered, a shudder making its way down her spine. “How is that even possible?”

      “He lured women who were vulnerable and wouldn’t be missed right away. Prostitutes,” Havel supplied, his tone flat. “Took them by surprise. The first one he did in the ally where he found her, but after, he got smarter. Started moving them to secondary locations so he could spend more time with them.”

      “Those poor women,” she whispered, touching the deceased face of one of his victims. She looked eerily like Leeza, but Adam couldn’t have known Leeza back then. She’d been a child. She flipped through the photographs, her stomach growing queasier with each one. They all looked like her. Same long brown hair and pale skin. Same cheekbones and lips. “Why would he do this to them?”

      Havel glanced at the photos, his expression reflecting pity. “There’s no logic to this sort of thing. Even if he has a reason, it’s probably not one we’ll understand.”

      Leeza’s hands trembled as she stacked the photos and turned them over, trying to give the women a little more dignity in death. “How was he able to hurt them like this?” She had to force the words out. She wanted to throw the file across the room, take a bath in bleach and never think about her ex-husband again. It was too late for wishful thinking though. She was embroiled in a nightmare scenario and she had no choice but to go down the rabbit hole of his past. She turned her gaze to Havel. “He’s hemophobic in a way that can’t be faked. I sliced open my finger cutting pineapple a few years ago and when he saw the blood he vomited, then fainted.”

      Havel held her hand between them and kissed the finger that still sported a thin white scar. “I remember.”

      She shivered, but this time from the tingling his lips evoked.

      She remembered the event vividly. The way Havel had rushed to the house when he found out about her injury and barked orders like a drill sergeant at everyone in the vicinity. He’d driven her to the hospital himself and hovered over her as she was sutured. On the ride home, he’d ordered her to never touch a knife again. Then he’d followed the order up by having all the knives removed from her house. At the time, Leeza had been annoyed at having to replace them, but now she saw his protective gesture in a different light. He hadn’t thought she was too stupid to use sharp implements; he’d been terrified that it would happen again and he wouldn’t be there to save her.

      She loved him.

      It hit her like a thunderbolt.

      She stared at him, wanting to say the words he longed to hear, but they stuck in her throat.

      “You want to know how he was able to kill them without passing out?” Havel asked.

      She nodded, letting her moment pass. She would tell him she loved him later when they weren’t poring over her ex-husband’s horrific past.

      Havel continued. “He doesn’t cut them. He breaks them down, shattering bones and puncturing organs, but he’s careful not to make them bleed.”

      She felt faint. “What about the head in the box? There would’ve been blood when he…” Her stomach heaved and she paused, breathing through her nose until the nausea passed. “When he cut her head off.” Her voice trailed away to a whisper.

      Havel gazed past her, his eyes unseeing. “Maybe he froze the body and used a chainsaw or something.”

      “Or maybe he hired someone to do it for him,” Leeza suggested tentatively.

      “Could be,” Havel agreed. “Pay a person enough and they’ll do anything. We won’t know until we get the forensics report.”

      Havel’s criminal ties gave him access to police resources like the forensics lab.

      Finally, she asked the question she didn’t want to know the answer to, “How many victims are there?”

      “Twenty-seven that we know of. All before he left Russia.”

      Leeza pressed her lips together to stop the vomit rushing up her throat. It took several deep breaths before she got herself under control. She flipped to the end of Adam’s file. There was nothing in it after he moved to the Czech Republic. “Where’s the rest? Did he stop killing after we got married?”

      Havel swiftly crushed her hope. “There’s nothing else in the file because Krystoff suppressed any rumors about his son-in-law, but Jozef and I are positive he continued preying on women after your marriage.”

      “Did my dad… I mean Krystoff… did he know Adam was a serial killer before the wedding?”

      “Yes.” Havel didn’t bother sugarcoat it, which Leeza was grateful for, but her next question had her mouth going dry. She looked at him with bald desperation, praying he gave her the right answer. “Did you know?”

      “Fuck, no.” He swung his chair around and gripped her, turning her to face him. “You have to believe me, sweetheart. We found the file after Krystoff was killed. If I’d known what kind of man Horáček was, I would’ve done the same to him that he did to all those women, then I would’ve stolen you away from Krystoff and crushed his empire until nothing was left. I knew you weren’t happy, but I thought being married to Adam was what you wanted. If I’d known otherwise, I wouldn’t have spent eight years on my ass.” His hand fell heavily on top of the sheaf of papers now spread across the table. “I will never regret anything more in my life than not saving you from this.”
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      Leeza couldn’t stop shivering as she processed everything she’d learned. “What do you think it means?” She took a hasty sip of the vodka orange juice to soothe the hoarseness in her voice. “Why send me the head?”

      Frustration etched Havel’s features. “I don’t know, but if I had to guess, I’d say it’s a gift.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Havel fidgeted with the file, his forehead creased. “Serial killers are notorious for taking trophies. The head would be a prize he wouldn’t give up easily. I think he sent it to you, along with the note, as a reminder that he values you and still takes your wedding vows seriously.”

      Leeza felt sick to her stomach. “How can you know that?”

      “I don’t know definitively, but I’ve spent years thinking like the enemy so I can be effective at my job. Which occasionally means tracking down killers and disposing of them. I’ve seen this kind of thing before. The head is a message from Adam to you.”

      She should be appalled by his disclosure, but instead, she was grateful he had insight into what they might be dealing with.

      “You can get into his mind,” she murmured.

      Havel’s eyes deadened, but she knew him well enough to know it was a protective method so she couldn’t read his thoughts. He feared he would be rejected by Leeza because of his understanding of people like Adam. “To an extent,” he admitted. “But I won’t pretend I understand why he does it. He’s sick and needs to be put down like the animal he is.”

      Leeza nodded her agreement. “Do you think he’ll come after me and Kris?”

      “You, yes, there’s no doubt in my mind. The severed head is a precursor to something bigger. But not Kris, he has no interest in your son.”

      Her tension eased at the sureness in Havel’s voice. If he thought Kris was safe from his monster of a father, then she believed him. Adam had never shown much interest in Kris, but she needed reassurance. “What makes you think he won’t go after Kris?”

      Havel hesitated, as if debating what to tell her. "It's obvious he never loved the kid. No affection towards him. Probably resented him for taking your attention."

      “I suppose that’s true,” she said thoughtfully. “Adam was a distant guy. He didn’t show interest in anyone or anything. He mostly left us alone unless he needed something from me. I didn’t think he liked either of us and only tolerated our presence in the same house as him.”

      Havel pinned her with his dark gaze. “He tolerated Kris’s presence, but he’s obsessed with you.”

      She opened her mouth to disagree, but Havel pulled a document from the paperwork spread in front of them and handed it to her. “Read it.”

      It was a letter from Adam’s uncle to Krystoff, dated twelve years earlier, when Leeza had been sixteen. It was inquiring after her marital status and a possible merger between the families.

      When she lifted her gaze, he continued, “Adam and his uncle travelled here from Moscow to attend one of your parent’s parties. It was then that he noticed you.”

      “How do you know?” It wasn’t in the letter.

      “Because I was there. I was your bodyguard; it was my job to watch for threats. Horáček never took his eyes off you.”

      “But he hated me!”

      “He probably did,” Havel acknowledged. “It’s possible he resented his obsession. But he also loved you in his sick kind of way. Still does if my thinking on the gift is correct.”

      “Oh god.” Leeza covered her face with her hands and mumbled through her fingers, “I don’t think I can take any more. I lived with a fucking serial killer and didn’t know it.” Her features twisted as she looked at Havel. “He touched me.” Her eyes fell to one of the crime scene reports and bile rose up her throat. “Oh god!”

      Havel rushed to the corner of the room, then turning her chair, he thrust a wastebasket under her face just as vomit rushed up her throat in hot denial of everything she’d seen and heard.

      She heaved until her stomach cramped, Havel holding the basket in one hand and brushing her hair off her face with the other. “I think I’m empty,” she groaned as she pushed the wastebasket away.

      Havel placed the basket outside the door and came swiftly back, kneeling on the floor in front of her, pushing her sweaty bangs off her forehead and smoothing his hand down her arm as she sat limp in the chair. He was such a big man that even kneeling he was as tall as her. It seemed so odd that it was her unassuming, standard-size ex who was the serial killer, and Havel was… well… also a serial killer. But less of one. Or maybe just a different kind; a killer with ethics. At least a few. Fuck, now she was moralizing murder. A hysterical laugh bubbled up her throat.

      “Okay, sweetheart, time to stop thinking about this shit.” He stood, picking her up in his arms and cradling her against his chest. He headed for the door.

      “No!” she said, struggling against him.

      He frowned down at her.

      “I don’t want your people to see me like this.” If she was going to become his wife, she needed to project strength.

      “I don’t give a shit what any of them think and you’ve had too many shocks.”

      She shook her head emphatically, still pushing at his arm. “Please don’t make me look weak in front of them. I couldn’t stand it.”

      He hesitated, as if debating between his desire to protect her and his desire to give her what she wanted. Finally, he set her on her feet, but instead of letting her go, he gripped her shoulders, holding her in place.

      “You could never look weak.”

      She tilted her lips in a tremulous smile. “Would you want to be carried through your office in front of all your people just because you had a shock?”

      “Fuck no.” He took her hand and said, “Let’s get out of here so I can take care of you without having to worry what the minions think.”

      “Minions?” she asked a tinge of amusement to her voice. “I didn’t know you were into kid’s shows.”

      He frowned. “Is that where it’s from? Ayaan calls herself and the others minions. Guess I picked it up.”

      He led her through the office with a hand on her elbow.

      Leeza kept her chin up and avoided the gazes of Havel’s staff. She wasn’t built for sympathy. She’d been raised to stand on her own feet and take any punches the world threw at her. She was a Koba and Kobas were nothing if not resilient.

      Ayaan got on the elevator with them but remained at the door to their condo, silently stationing herself in the hallway where she would remain until a night guard arrived to relieve her.

      As Havel closed the door behind them, Leeza said, “Must be a boring job.”

      “Some people are built for protection service.”

      She wanted to ask him if that’s what he was built for, but Shaun and Fatima, who were sitting on the couch together, stood, catching Leeza’s attention.

      “How’s Kris?” Leeza asked anxiously.

      “Kris is fine. He’s playing in his bedroom. He believed your story about seeing a spider. I thought it best to send Oliver home though.”

      “Do you think he’ll be okay?” Leeza was desperate not to lose the Kris’s tutor. It had crushed her boy to leave Oliver behind when they went on the run.

      Shaun smiled warmly. “He’s quite dedicated to Kris, and to you. I don’t think you have anything to worry about. He didn’t see anything, but he knows enough about our family to guess what was in the box.”

      Our family. It was the first time she’d heard Shaun connect herself to the Kobas. Even Fatima was looking at her daughter with equal parts pride and concern.

      Leeza understood because she felt the same way about her own child. He would grow up a Koba because there was no other option, but she never stopped worrying about what it would mean for his future.

      “As much as we appreciate your staying with Kris, it’s time to leave.” Havel turned and opened the door.

      “Don’t be rude,” Leeza admonished. “They can stay as long as they want.”

      “I’m never rude.” Havel gripped her by the back of the neck and pulled her against the side of his solid body. She absorbed his warmth, giving into her desire to lean against him while Shaun and Fatima prepared to leave. “I want my woman and my home to myself.”

      Shaun touched Leeza’s arm. “You should come by the mansion tomorrow. Catch a ride with mom and hang out with us. I think your sister will be there, too.”

      “You’ve sold me.” Leeza smiled, hoping she didn’t sound as weak as she felt. She was having trouble acting normal while her brain was being invaded by images of dead women and the knowledge that her ex-husband was still out there.

      She shuddered and Havel held her closer as Shaun and Fatima left.

      “Let’s get Kris fed and ready for bed,” he said, squeezing her shoulder. “Then we can take care of you.”

      Havel made a quick pasta dish that Kris wolfed down, then helped him brush his teeth and pick up his toys.

      Leeza was surprised that Kris was allowing Havel to provide care since it was outside of the routine he’d established with her, but she supposed having known Havel his entire life made it easier to accept the giant bodyguard as a caregiver.

      Refusing her help, Havel pushed Leeza gently into a chair at the table and set a plate of pasta and a glass of wine in front of her before leaving to tuck Kris into bed with a book. She smiled as she ate, listening to Havel read Kris’s favourite children’s book about a mouse with autism who hated leaving its tiny home.

      Once the book was finished, Leeza heard the click of Kris’s nightlight being turned on and a few seconds later Havel stepped out of the room, softly closing the door. Making his way to Leeza, he wrapped a warm hand around the back of her neck and leaned down to place a lingering kiss against her lips. “Now it’s your turn.”

      Havel scooped her up in his arms, his eyes daring her to argue.

      Not this time, she thought, wrapping her arms around his neck and tucking her head under his chin as he carried her.

      He kicked the bedroom door shut and carried her through to the washroom. He set her on the heated tiles and turned on the tap for the bathtub, testing the temperature.

      She stood silent as he methodically removed her clothing. Heat suffused her face as she lifted her feet one at a time so he could remove her jeans and panties.

      It wasn’t until he started stripping that she asked, “What’s happening here?”

      “We’re taking a bath. It’ll help you relax and recover from a shit day.”

      “I understand that part, but how do you propose to fit us both in the tub.” It was a soaker tub, so not small, but there was no way it would fit both her and a man with the physique of a professional bodybuilder.

      “We’ll find out when we get there.”

      She yelped as he picked her up, stepped over the side of the tub and sat with her on top of him. Her surprise turned to laughter as water sloshed over the sides while he frantically groped at the tap to stop the flow of water.

      She twisted her neck so she could look at him. “Didn’t work how you imagined it?”

      “Why the fuck do people think this is romantic?”

      She grinned at him. “Because you can do this.” She turned on his lap until she was facing him, fully sprawled on his chest. She widened her legs until she was straddling him. Wrapping her wet arms around his neck, she whispered against his lips, “You get it now?”

      He gripped her waist, grinding her against his fully erect cock.

      “Sweetheart, you’re playing with fire. I’d intended to help you wash up and then hold you until you fell asleep, but you’re waking up things that should stay dormant for now.”

      She kissed him hard like he had done so many times to times to her.

      His arm banded around her waist and the crown of his cock pressed against her entrance.

      She squirmed on top of him as pleasure raced through her body. This was what she needed. Havel. His passion. She needed to feel, to forget that Adam existed if even for a short time.

      “Last chance.” Havel’s voice was deep with strain, his face intense as he forced her to look at him. “Tell me no.”

      Last chance.

      She tried to summon a shred of fear or denial, but nothing came. “Yes,” she whispered.
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      The second the word ‘yes’ was out of Leeza’s mouth, he scooped her up in his arms and stood. Oblivious of the water streaming off them, he stepped out of the tub and strode into the bedroom.

      “No, don’t you dare!” She was too late though. He was already falling onto the bed with her, soaking the bedding as they landed. “Havel!”

      He crushed her lips beneath his own, groaning as he gripped her and thrust his tongue against her mouth, forcing her to open for him.

      He held her so tightly she suspected she would have bruises in the morning, but she didn’t care. This was the Havel she wanted. The unleashed, rough, all-consuming alpha who took what he wanted.

      He gathered her wrists in one hand and stretched them over her head, bending to latch onto her breast, sucking it into his mouth and drawing a strangled scream from her.

      “Oh fuck, oh god, Havel!” Heat and ice combined to create a fierce storm that shot through her, straight from her nipple to her pussy in a lightning bolt of pure pleasure.

      She squirmed against him, wrapping her legs around his waist, anchoring him to her.

      She felt the crown of his cock, huge and velvet, caressing her wet slit. She rocked her hips against him and he groaned.

      With one hand still pinning her wrists to the bed, his mouth still latched onto her breast, he reached down her body, seeking her wet, hot center and plunging two thick fingers inside.

      She shouted again, cutting the sound off so as not to wake Kris, but it wasn’t easy. Her body was on fire and Havel had no mercy.

      She didn’t have time to think, to fear, to object.

      All she could do was feel as Havel strummed her body with his stark, ruthless passion.

      Finally, he released her breast, his eyes smouldering as he growled, “Come for me, sweetheart. I want to feel your cream running all over my hand. Do it now.”

      Oh god, the command, spoken in that rough deep voice, with his fingers inside her, pumping, caressing, forcing her toward an orgasm that made all other orgasms feel weak in comparison.

      It hit her like an out-of-control jet spinning her senses as the room around her took flight. She barely noticed when Havel released her wrists and covered her mouth, muffling the shouts spilling out.

      She pumped her hips against his fingers as he continued to fuck her, her juices flowing freely over his hand.

      Releasing her, he crawled up her body and shoved his fingers under his nose then sucked them into his mouth, his eyes glowing with an unholy heat as he stared at her with blazing possession.

      She felt consumed by him, by the chemistry that had been simmering for eight long years, dormant, but never really gone.

      Exhilaration slammed though her as she wrapped her arms around his neck, holding him as tight as she could, squirming against him, lifting her hips, silently begging for his cock.

      She never thought she’d be able to do this. Not after Adam.

      But Havel was different. He wasn’t Adam. Not even close. And what was taking place in their bed was a universe away from what had happened to her in Adam’s bed. She wanted this. No, she needed it. She wouldn’t survive unless Havel possessed her, erased the memory of her ex-husband forever.

      “Please, Havel,” she begged, pressing kisses against his neck and jaw, his straining biceps as he held himself back. “I want you. Please, Havel, I need you now.”

      He cradled her cheeks, his lips hovering over hers. “There’s no going back after this.”

      “There was never any going back for us,” she said breathlessly, wrapping her legs around his hips and lifting herself to rub her pussy against his long, thick girth. “This was inevitable.” As soon as the words left her mouth, she knew they were true.

      His lips stretched in a strained smile. “You’re right,” he growled. “This was always going to happen.”

      He thrust his hips, slamming himself home.

      Leeza gasped, arching against him, her tight passage forced to accept every inch of him. She wasn’t used to taking the amount of cock now filling her and it was uncomfortable, but the stretch also felt really, really good.

      As Leeza adjusted to the size of him inside her, Havel held his hips still but attacked her with stinging kisses and bites, worshipping her breasts, nipples, neck, face, everywhere he could reach.

      “Fuck, your pussy is heaven.” His growled words were barely coherent, his features a twisted bridle of barely leashed control.

      She gripped his face and pulled it to hers, biting his lip and pulling, before whispering, “Fuck me now, Havel. Hard, no mercy. I want to feel you later when you’re not inside me. Do it, fuck me.”

      She’d never in her life said anything like that, but it felt right. He was a beast and she wanted him unleashed, at his rawest. She wanted to feel his possession in the morning, all day. She wanted him branded into her, inseparable.

      Her words broke the last of his restraint. His grip was bruising as he pulled his hips back and slammed himself home, over and over, no mercy, just like she wanted.

      It wasn’t enough for him though. He wanted more.

      He wrapped his arms around her in a bear hug that squeezed the breath from her as he pumped his hips, cradling her in his arms, using his teeth to mark her throat, her breasts, her shoulders, everything he could reach.

      She pressed her lips to his temple as he latched onto her nipple, sinking his teeth into the flesh. She took the pain and absorbed it, accepting it, loving it because it was Havel.

      He lifted his head and stared at her, the love he felt for her a glowing tribute as he fucked her, lifting her up against him for a tighter fit.

      She groaned in agony and ecstasy as his cock slammed into her over and over, filling her, stretching and branding her.

      “You’re coming with me,” he ordered.

      She gasped, “Always.”

      “Now,” he snarled forcing her body into his, his public hair rubbing her clit and sending her spiraling over the edge.

      She cried out, digging her fingernails into his back and flinging her head back as his thrusts grew jerky, the force of them crushing her into the mattress.

      “Fuck!” he snarled, shooting his hot semen inside her.

      He gripped her, kissing her face while his hips slowed.

      For several minutes, he held her, staring down at her with eyes full of possession, brushing the sweaty strands of hair from her face and pressing kisses against her cheeks, chin and lips.

      Leeza watched him, her heart still racing, euphoria still zinging through her.

      She couldn’t believe what she’d just experienced. In less than half an hour, Havel had managed to turn everything she thought she knew about sex on its head. It wasn’t a painful, humiliating experience. With Havel, it was exhilarating, freeing. A miracle.

      Her memories of Adam were already dimming. She would never forget what he’d done to her, but the days of Leeza suffering in silence were over.

      “You okay?” Havel asked gruffly. He touched her breast, lingering over the red marks where he’d bitten her. They were already starting to bruise. “I hurt you.”

      “You were perfect,” she whispered, brushing her fingers across his bristly cheek. “This was perfect.” She wrinkled her nose and squirmed. “Or it would be perfect if we weren’t laying in a wet bed.”

      Havel chuckled and pulled out of her, rolling off the bed and heading for the linen closet.

      Leeza missed his cock as it left her body. Another new and unexpected sensation. She actually wanted his cock. Inside her, fucking her, worshipping her, making her feel like the only woman on the planet that could satisfy it.

      “We didn’t use anything,” she murmured, climbing off the bed and helping him strip it. “Protection, I mean. A condom.” She wasn’t overly worried as Havel would never deliberately put her in danger, but she could still get pregnant.

      He confirmed her assumption. “I’m clean and so are you.”

      Of course he knew she was clean because he’d have all her medical records. “So you really haven’t been with anyone since… ?” She trailed off, trying to sound nonchalant, like she didn’t care about the answer, but she really, really did. It killed her to think of Havel with anyone else, but she didn’t have any right to feel that way. Not after she married someone else and Havel was forced to endure her husband’s presence in his life. He had every right to find solace in another woman’s arms.

      “Haven’t been with anyone since you turned sixteen.”

      “Twelve years?” she gasped incredulously.

      He nodded. “I realized then that I loved you and I couldn’t bring myself to touch another woman. I knew pining after a teenager was sick, so I forced myself into the role of older brother. It didn’t matter, no other woman appealed to me.”

      Leeza’s heart filled and she circled the bed, wrapping him in her arms. “I’m sorry you suffered. I wish… I wish…” She wished she’d refused to marry Adam, that she’d told Krystoff she wanted Havel instead.

      She knew better though, as much as she might wish things had been different, she also believed if she had to make the decision again, she would have chosen to protect Havel. Even knowing what she knew now, she would have chosen Adam because there was no doubt in her mind if she’d told her stepfather how she felt about Havel, he would’ve had the big bodyguard killed.

      “It doesn’t matter anymore,” Havel grunted, gently extricating Leeza to throw a clean duvet on the bed.

      “It doesn’t?”

      He shook his head. “We’re looking toward the future now.”

      “That’s what I want, too,” she whispered.

      “Then let’s get married.”

      This time, she didn’t have to think about it. “Okay, let’s get married.”

      He took her lips in another kiss that quickly turned heated and before long they were falling back on the freshly made bed, Havel thrusting her legs apart and settling between them, his cock ready for another round.
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      “I want my father to come to the wedding.” When Havel didn't respond, she looked over her shoulder. “I mean it.”

      They were in the bedroom getting ready for their day, Leeza’s back turned as she smoothed lotion over her freshly washed limbs.

      Havel pulled a T-shirt over his head. He was headed down to Guard Dog for the day and Leeza was meeting her sister for lunch. “Fuck that.” He crossed his arms, his tattoos dancing over rippling muscles. “Vasiliy Stanovich is considered a rival with a bounty on his head in this country, which is why he stays in Poland. Safer for everyone.”

      She narrowed her eyes and turned to face him, hands on her hips. Her curves were on full display in a black pencil skirt and matching bra. To maintain a little modesty, she would add a cream boatneck sweater before she let the house. “Between you and Jozef I’m sure you’ll figure out a way to get my father safely in and out of the country.”

      “You ask a lot, sweetheart.”

      She smirked. “I know, but you love me so you’ll do it.”

      “You think you can manipulate me like that without offering anything in return?”

      She fluttered her eyelashes at him. “I do.”

      He closed the distance between them, stopping so close to her she nearly fell backwards. He snaked one arm around her waist while taking a handful of her ass with his other hand. “You’re right, I’ll do it because you asked me to.” He squeezed her rounded flesh hard enough to make her gasp. “One day you’ll say the words I want to hear.”

      “You don’t need to wait, lásko” she whispered against his lips. “Havel Tsotsarov, I love you.”

      His face reddened as he blinked his eyes.

      The responding tug in her heart was bittersweet. He deserved to hear the words long before now, but she’d been protecting herself. Now she knew, there was no one better at protecting and loving her than Havel.

      “You won’t regret this,” he said, swooping down for a quick but dizzying kiss. When he lifted his head, his eyes were glowing with pleasure. “I don’t want to leave you now. I want to toss you back into bed and show you exactly how much those words mean to me.”

      She grinned. “I wish we could, but you need to debrief with Halil and his team and I promised Saskia I’d go shopping with her.” She swatted his ass as she headed for the washroom.

      Havel left the apartment while Leeza spoke with Oliver about his lesson plan for Kris’s day, then checked in with the housekeeper about the evening meal. She was falling into a domestic routine, and while she enjoyed it, she still had too much downtime. Too much time to think and question and worry. But Havel still refused to let her work outside the home, so she’d keep searching for other ways to make her life meaningful.

      Like having lunch with her sister.

      They met outside a popular cafe a few blocks from Zmatek.

      Leeza kissed Saskia’s cheek while Saskia smiled brightly and squeezed her sister’s arm. She looked past Leeza at the bodyguards trailing her. “Whoa, how did you earn the entourage?”

      “Uh…” Leeza didn’t want to tell Saskia about the head in the box, so she hedged. “You know Havel, he can be over the top protective.”

      Saskia rolled her eyes. “You’re telling me, but this still seems excessive.” She pinned Ayaan with her sharp gaze and stepped up to the bodyguard. “What gives, lady friend? Why does my sister have the equivalent of the King of England’s protection detail?”

      Ayaan side-eyed Leeza then spilled. “Your sister was the unfortunate recipient of a gift in the form of a severed head and Havel doesn’t want it to happen again.”

      Saskia’s eyes bugged for a second and she whirled to face her sister, hands on her hips. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Leeza held her hands up. “Okay, sorry, I should’ve told you, but you’ve been busy and I didn’t want to upset you.”

      Saskia took Leeza’s arm and dragged her into the restaurant. When they were shown to their table, Saskia leaned in close to Leeza. “Tell me.”

      Leeza didn’t want to rehash her grisly discovery, but Saskia was nothing if not dogged. Leeza had always found it easier just to give in.

      As she spoke, Saskia peppered her with questions, her features a combination of horror and fascination. “I knew your ex was a total creep!”

      “I think this goes beyond creepy,” Leeza said drily.

      “Yeah,” Saskia agreed with a smirk. “Who would’ve thought Adam had it in him to be so interesting.”

      “That’s sick, Saskia,” Leeza admonished, trying to hide a smile. Trust Saskia to find news of a serial killer in the family more fascinating than horrifying. “Adam is dangerous. You have to take care while he’s on the loose.”

      Saskia eyed her sister. “It’s not me he’s obsessed with.”

      “Why does everyone think he’s obsessed with me?” Leeza asked impatiently. “He barely paid any attention to me or Kris when we were married. His actions never spoke of some secret obsession.”

      “Dude, you clearly weren’t paying attention.” Saskia’s expression grew serious. “I always thought it was weird the way his eyes followed your every move. He tracked you constantly and if you weren’t in the room with him, he completely checked out of whatever conversation was going on around him until you were back.”

      “That makes no sense,” Leeza protested. “We didn’t even share a room and we barely spoke to each other. Most of the time he acted like I didn’t exist.”

      Saskia shrugged. “Like I said, weird guy.”

      After Leeza placed her order and handed her menu to the server, she leaned back in her chair and studied her younger sister. Saskia looked much the same as she always had with her short, curly hair, vivid blue streaks going through the chestnut locks, an AC/DC T-shirt paired with skull leggings, and combat boots. Faint blue marks beneath her eyes and an uncharacteristic slump to her shoulders concerned Leeza.

      “How is school?” she asked nonchalantly.

      Saskia perked up. “It’s really great! I’m looking forward to next semester. I’ve chosen most of my classes, but I’m trying to decide between an ancient Greek mythology class or another Russian linguistics class. One is more practical and the other is more fun.”

      “Go with fun.” Leeza took a sip of her water. “You can always do serious later or learn on the job when you need to but enjoy your studies while you can. You won’t get these years back.”

      Saskia studied Leeza. “It’s never too late to go to school. Maybe you should apply.”

      Leeza laughed. “Me? What would I do in university?”

      Saskia rolled her eyes at her sister. “A business degree, obviously. You’re the most organized person I know. You’re also a problem solver and you enjoy bossing people around. You have the money and the time to further your education, so why not?”

      Why not?

      Leeza couldn’t think of a single reason. Kris was well taken care of at home, and in fact, thrived when he spent time with multiple caregivers. She had nothing of note to do with her days and she’d been searching for something to keep her busy.

      “I’ll think about it,” she said to a beaming Saskia. “I’m not sure I liked school enough the first time around, though, to consider putting myself through that torture again.”

      “University and boarding school are nothing alike,” Saskia protested. “Boarding school was meant to turn us into wives. University will turn us into powerhouses.”

      Leeza laughed. “Not sure I want to be a powerhouse.” The server arrived and she salivated as her plate of Korean chicken lettuce wraps was placed in front of her.

      Saskia looked shrewdly at her sister, moving her water glass as her meal, a spinach and mushroom egg frittata, was served. “The Phantom was a powerhouse.”

      Leeza’s smile faded and after the server left, she said in a low voice, “The Phantom is dead.”

      “But why?” Saskia protested. “She was the coolest thing about you. No offense.”

      “None taken,” Leeza replied sarcastically. “And she’s dead because she caused a lot of problems. How can you condone what I did? I’m the reason everything went bad. I’m the reason our parents are…”

      “Don’t,” Saskia said sharply, her eyes filling with tears. She looked away, blinking rapidly. “You aren’t responsible for the things they did. Our mother set those events into motion before you were even born. She killed Jozef’s parents for god’s sake. Both she and Krystoff were monsters!”

      Leeza nodded. She’d come to terms with the things her parents had done, but she would always hold a kernel of guilt for her own actions. Maybe she wasn’t entirely responsible, but it was inarguable that she was the one to spark the powder keg that blew up her family.

      Leeza changed the subject. “You look tired.”

      Saskia shrugged. “I haven’t been sleeping well.”

      “What’s bothering you?”

      “It’s hard living in the mansion.” Saskia pressed the tines of her fork into her frittata but didn’t take a bite. “I see mom everywhere, even though Shaun has gutted most of the rooms. Every time I turn a corner, I see her spouting orders at the servants, demanding perfection, constantly re-designing everything, spending boatloads of money, and driving dad nuts. But he loved her so he let her do it.”

      Leeza reached out, wrapping her fingers around Saskia’s wrist and squeezing. “It’s okay to miss them. They were part of you… part of us… we’ll never really be able to forget them and I’m not sure we should.”

      “I hate them though.” The pain in Saskia’s voice tugged at Leeza’s heart. “They caused so much suffering. To Shaun and Jozef, to you, to everyone. I hate them, but I also miss them. I miss walking with dad in his rose garden and I miss the smell of cigar smoke on his clothes when he hugged me goodnight. I even miss how mom would argue with me about my clothes and hair.”

      Leeza’s chest constricted as her sister talked. She gripped Saskia’s arm tighter and swallowed to clear her throat. “You miss them because you love them, the same as they loved you. I miss them too.”

      “But dad was so hateful to you!” Saskia swiped at the tears trickling down her cheeks.

      Leeza sat back in her chair, releasing Saskia’s arm. “I still miss him, and he didn’t always hate me. I don’t think he found out he wasn’t my biological father until shortly before I married Adam.”

      “You mean until he forced you to marry Adam.”

      Leeza smiled gently. “I bear some responsibility, Saskia. I was there and I said yes.”

      “He didn’t give you a choice.”

      Saskia’s unflinching sense of justice warmed Leeza. “What’s done is done and there’s nothing we can do about it now. What I’m saying is it’s okay to love and hate them. Our relationship with our parents is complicated and believe me, I’m struggling to process everything too. But even that’s okay. We’ll take as much time as we need and feel grief the way we need to feel it in order to heal.”

      “When did you become wise?” Saskia asked, pressing her napkin under her eyes.

      Leeza laughed at the irony of it being her mother’s therapist who helped pull her through some dark times. “Lots and lots of therapy.” She signaled to the server that she wanted the bill, then said to Saskia, “I have an idea.”

      “What?”

      “You’ll see.”

      Leeza led Saskia to a nearby flower shop where they bought every rose they could get their hands on. Roses were Krystoff’s favourite flower, and he loved every colour. Dasha had loved them too and had often themed her parties around them.

      Together, Leeza, Saskia and their bodyguards carried armloads of flowers to the Koba mausoleum in the graveyard. The bodyguards set their flowers on the stone floor and stepped outside to give the two women privacy.

      Leeza and Saskia were silent as the placed the roses at the base of their parent’s plaques in a way that would have pleased them. Each plaque had a picture of their parent, their full name, and their birth and death date. Krystoff’s read, “Devoted husband, father and uncle,” while Dasha’s read, “Loving wife and mother.”

      Leeza stood over Krystoff’s image, searching her heart for forgiveness. He was dead and gone. He couldn’t hurt her anymore.

      No. There was none. She still hated him. Maybe she always would. The little girl inside her who’d loved her father, looked up to him and wanted to emulate him, was still devastated that he would be so cruel as to sell her to a monster. She hoped he rotted in hell.

      Moving to Dasha’s image, she tried to find it in herself to hate her mother, but she couldn’t manage it. Dasha was complicated. She was terrible, but she was human. She loved her children and did what she could to protect them.

      She wanted to forgive Krystoff and couldn’t, and she wanted to hate Dasha, but couldn’t. It seemed her feelings toward her parents were as complicated as when they’d been alive. It didn’t matter though. Both were gone and Leeza was looking to the future.

      She touched Saskia’s back where she was crouched on the ground, her face in her hands, her shoulders trembling. “Let’s get out of here.”

      She helped her sister stand and kept her arm around her as they wove their way through the graveyard back to the car.
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      Havel contemplated the file in front of him. Opening it would violate Leeza in a way she would never forgive if she found out, but not opening it wasn’t an option. If he didn’t find out what she’d discussed with her therapist, he couldn’t protect her.

      It was screwed up thinking. He knew it, but at least he was honest enough to admit that he also needed to know for himself. He needed to know the things her husband had done to her, the things she refused to talk to him about.

      Doing this, reading her private thoughts. If she found out, it would set their relationship back; maybe even destroy it. She might try to leave him. It would never happen, but he didn’t relish the possibility of keeping her captive if he could avoid it. She was a handful when she was in a good mood, a formidable enemy when things weren’t going her way.

      Should he feel guilty? He didn’t know. If there was ever a time in his life that he could feel guilt over his actions, that time had long passed. He had to be a ruthless motherfucker to do the things he did and sleep at night. This was just another day in his life.

      He opened the file and began reading.

      It took him hours to pour through every page, every word, every session she’d had with her therapist, but he methodically scanned it all before he was satisfied that he had the full picture.

      Sitting back in his chair, Havel stared unseeing, thinking over what he’d learned. If anything, it made him love Leeza even more. Like guilt, Havel wasn’t entirely sure he could feel love, but if the feelings of obsession, need and desire that he felt for Leeza meant love, then he was helplessly caught by his thorny rose.

      He intended to use the information he’d gleaned to ensure Leeza’s continued protection, both mentally and physically. She’d spent too many years suffering and he was going to change that.

      The information in the file could be split into three distinct sections, though the sessions were a mix of every part of her life. She spoke a lot about her childhood, tried to make it sound like a happy time, but her loneliness and desire for acceptance leaked through her words. The therapist had made notes about Leeza’s isolation as a child.

      The second thing Havel took from her file was her lack of awareness of what her husband was truly like. She’d lived with the man for eight years without paying any attention to him. The thought made Havel smirk even as he shook his head at her naivete. Adam had been born to the Bratva’s inner circle and she’d written him off as a harmless creep.

      Even as Adam had beaten and raped her, locked her in closets and left her in the dark, she’d still thought of him as gutless and ineffectual. Havel had to admire her persistence in disrespecting her husband even as it left her vulnerable to Adam’s predatory nature.

      Finally, the third thing Havel gleaned from her file was her complete and utter heartbreak over her breakup with him. It was what prompted her mother to send her to a therapist. Her therapist noted that Leeza had struggled with suicidal ideation shortly after her wedding. The word suicide was like a blow to Havel’s chest.

      She’d wanted to die… because she couldn’t be with him.

      And he’d been too angry at the time, too blindsided by what he’d seen as her betrayal to see her despair. Fuck, he was a selfish guy. Selfish back then and even now, because he couldn’t feel entirely regretful at her depth of despair over losing him.

      What the file didn’t give him was any clue to where her ex-husband might be. He’d hoped it would reveal something, but Adam was one of her least favourite subjects to talk about in therapy and only showed up a few times in the therapist’s notes, usually after he forced Leeza into his bed.

      It made Havel’s blood boil to read the details of how the man would beat her, call her names, degrade her, then use drugs to ensure he could spend hours raping her.

      Leeza never fought back, so she hadn’t seen it as rape, but her therapist, bless the woman, made Leeza see that Adam was abusing her.

      Havel had known her marriage was fucked up, but he hadn’t known the extent. Not until now. A cold rage that ignited into an inferno took hold of him. In his fury, Havel imagined the myriad ways in which he would make Adam pay for every second of misery he put Leeza through.

      Eight years in Havel’s custody sounded like good penance. Day in, day out. Fifty-two weeks. Twelve months. Eight years. A penance for all the years Adam tortured Leeza. Then maybe, just maybe, he's put the motherfucker down. Let him die like a dog.

      Opening his laptop, Havel started searching the dark web. He spent the next few hours researching how to remove body parts from a person while keeping them alive. He would do it to avenge Leeza, but there was some poetic justice for Adam’s other victims as well.
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        * * *

      

      Adam sat on the cold cement floor with his legs tucked under him and his arms wrapped around her waist. Her mottled hands were loose at her sides, but then, mother had never really been one to show her affection unless she was beating a lesson into him.

      He stroked her knee, now misshapen from the hammer he’d used to fix it. It had to be perfect because everything about her was perfect. Only it wasn’t perfect, and she wasn’t perfect.

      Despair threatened to overwhelm him.

      She wasn’t mother. She was a headless corpse.

      He’d thought sending the head to Leeza would make him feel better, would help keep the connection between his wife and himself strong, but it only made him feel worse. He hadn’t gotten to see her face when she opened the box. Did she understand why he sent it? Did she read the card?

      He’d watched the building, hoping to catch a glimpse of her after the package was delivered, but she was kept hidden from him for a whole day and night, only emerging the next morning. He couldn’t see her though, other than a quick glimpse of her shiny dark head as she was quickly ushered from the building to the vehicle by her bodyguards.

      Frustration gave way to anger and he punched the wall of the empty office he’d rented across the street from Zmatek.

      Fuck. Stupid!

      He glanced down at his bruised fist. A scrape on the knuckle welled with blood.

      He’d looked quickly away and yanked his pocket kerchief out, wrapping it around his hand and using his teeth to tie it off. He’d taken several deep breaths until the dizziness and nausea passed.

      His one weakness.

      After, he’d made his way back to his temporary home to tell his mother of his disappointment. As always, she’d listened mutely, not offering even a shred of solace. He was used to her silent treatment though and didn’t mind. She would advise him when she was ready.

      Pushing himself off the floor, he got shakily to feet.

      There was no help for it. Without a head, she wasn’t his mother anymore. He should’ve cut off a hand or a foot and sent it to Leeza, but he’d gone for the grand gesture. Now he would have to find someone new to take mother’s place.

      He fired the building’s furnace and stoked the flames until they were hot enough to turn bone to ash, then he fed the body of the prostitute into it. He closed the door and set about preparing his dungeon space for his next guest.

      He knew exactly who she would be too. He’d seen her pass Zmatek on her way to work at a bookstore two blocks from where Leeza now lived. She was almost perfect. Tall and beautiful like Leeza, with long dark hair. She was plumper than Leeza, but he would take care of that. He would mould her into the perfect woman. She would become his new playmate until he could get his wife back.

      She was riskier than the others. Not a prostitute, but he was tired of playing with street women. They were already defeated before he got to them. He wanted someone fresh, someone who would scream in terror, threaten and beg before he showed her the true meaning of suffering.

      Because suffering was perfection. That’s what his mother taught him.
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      “C’mon, we’re going out.”

      Leeza looked at Havel in surprise from where she was folding laundry on the couch while watching an episode of The Kardashians. She enjoyed watching other people’s life drama unfold on screen. It made her feel slightly better about her own shitshow.

      “Where are we going?” She folded a pair of Kris’s corduroy pants into the basket. He was going through a phase of only wanting certain fabrics to touch his skin. He despised denim and loved corduroy and soft cottons.

      “Babi’s.”

      Leeza smiled. “Sure, I’d like to see her.”

      “Let’s take Kris. Make it a family visit.”

      Leeza's smile grew bigger. She liked the sound of that and knew her son would too. Babi had a jar full of jellybeans that she kept on hand specifically for Kris.

      The trip to Babi’s was short but dramatic given the sheer amount of bodyguards that accompanied Havel and Leeza. “I’m safer than the president of the United States,” she grumbled as Havel refused to let her leave the vehicle until his security team swept the house inside and out for threats. “Do you think Babi might have an Uzi under her bed?”

      Havel chuckled, taking Leeza’s hand and helping her from the SUV. “She’s pretty fucking fierce when it comes to her family. I wouldn’t be surprised.” He waited as Leeza turned to unbuckle Kris from his seat.

      “Language,” she reminded him with a smile. “You’re going to be a stepfather. It’s time to clean up those words.”

      Havel gazed down at Kris, his softening expression turning Leeza’s heart to mush. Adam had never looked at his son with tenderness, but Havel had no problem showing his tender side with Kris.

      Anne met them at the door, her gaze lingering on Havel as they approached. She tilted her jaw to dutifully accept a kiss on the cheek from her cousin. Her eyes stayed on him as she moved to Leeza, exchanging cheek kisses.

      Havel frowned at his cousin’s behaviour as he slid his arm around Leeza’s waist and tugged her closer.

      They entered the house and Havel gave his grandmother a big hug. “How are you, Babi?”

      Anne cleared her throat, drawing his attention. “Her blood pressure has been high, and she’s been given these new pills she must take daily, along with her vitamins. Would you like to see where she keeps them?” Anne's hawk-eyed stare made Leeza shift uncomfortably.

      “I brought Leeza here to see Babi,” Havel told his cousin.

      Leeza felt better as Havel anchored her to his side. She trusted him completely. The man hadn’t had sex in years because he only wanted her, but she didn’t like the way Anne watched him.

      It went beyond a harmless crush. Anne’s long glances held hints of obsession.

      Babi took Leeza’s hand in hers. “I have something to show you.” She reached for her walker, leaning heavily against it as she made her way into the hallway. “It’s in my bedroom.”

      “I’ll be right back, baby,” Leeza said to Kris, leaving him in the living room with Havel.

      “I asked my grandson to bring you here so I could show you.”

      Curiosity led Leeza down the hall as Babi pushed the door to her bedroom open. Laid out on her small bed was a gorgeous cream lace wedding gown.

      Leeza felt a rush of emotions go through her; surprise at the gesture, pleasure at what it meant, and an aching sadness that she wasn’t doing this with her own mother. Babi made her way to the bed and stooped to reach for a lacy sleeve, lifting it and holding it out to Leeza.

      Leeza took it and sat on the edge of the bed, too overwhelmed to say anything.

      “Your mother can’t be here, child, and I cannot replace her.” Babi sank onto the bed beside Leeza, lifting the gown to flow over their laps.

      “My mother…” Leeza drifted off. Her mother was terrible and deserved what she got, but still, Leeza struggled to imagine having a wedding without her.

      Babi continued, “I wanted to offer you something from my family. I wore this dress in 1953 when I married Havel’s grandfather. You don’t have to accept it as it’s quite old-fashioned, but perhaps you can cut it down and have it refurbished into a veil.”

      “It’s beautiful.” Leeza stared fixedly down at the fabric, a longing for her mother striking her  hard. For Leeza’s first wedding, Dasha had flown Leeza to New York where they met with one of the most exclusive dress designers in the world to come up with the perfect creation for Leeza’s wedding. It had been a wonderful mother-daughter bonding trip, but the dress itself had been symbolic of her bondage to Adam. Babi’s dress meant so much more to her. “Thank you,” she whispered when she could speak again. “I will take very good care of it.”

      Babi placed a hand on Leeza’s shoulder. “You miss your mother, don’t you?”

      Leeza nodded.

      “She’s here with you, I’m sure of it. Close your eyes and reach out with your heart. You’ll feel her. Like my dear husband who never really left me, I’m certain your mother is still with you.”

      Leeza did as Babi suggested and closed her eyes for a minute, breathing in the pleasant scent of lavender and powder that filtered through Babi’s bedroom. She could almost picture her mother, with her sleek dark hair swept up into a knot, tapping her long lacquered nails impatiently as Leeza tried on dress after dress, veil after veil.

      A smile curved Leeza’s lips as she remembered the way Dasha had told the dressmaker to spare no expense, that her daughter must look like a princess on her wedding day. As awful as her marriage to Adam was, that trip to New York had been perfect.

      Opening her eyes, Leeza smiled at her soon-to-be grandmother-in-law. “Thank you for the dress and for being so nice to me after… well after what happened between me and Havel.”

      “Nonsense. As I said before, you didn’t have a choice in your first marriage. My grandson knows it and always has. Maybe he was angry for a time, but he’s seeing clearly now.”

      A loud bang at the door had both women jumping.

      Anne shoved the door open and walked in, a frown marring her features. “You’ve been in here a long time. Do you need help with something, Babi?”

      “No dear,” Babi said with a hint of impatience. “I told you I needed a few minutes alone with Leeza.”

      Anne’s eyes fell on the gown laying across their laps. She looked shocked, then angry, her face flushing as she stared. “Y-your wedding dress. Is this why you had me unpack it from storage?”

      “Yes, indeed I did.” Babi used a railing attached to the bed to pull herself up. “My grandson’s bride needs something old for her wedding and I thought I would provide it.”

      Leeza stood as well, holding the dress against her body.

      It was awkward and uncomfortable to see Anne trying to control her facial features. When she smiled, it looked ghoulish, almost painful. “How nice, but I’m sure it’s much too old-fashioned...”

      “Not at all,” Leeza rushed to cut the other woman off before she could say anything that might upset Babi. “It’s perfect.”

      “Of course.” Anne looked away and schooled her features into a more pleasant expression.

      Leeza wondered what was going on in the woman's head. Was she in love with Havel and if so, would she become a problem? Ayaan had hinted that Anne had some issues. Maybe this is what she sensed.

      “Be a dear and help me pack it back into the garment bag so Leeza can take it with her without Havel seeing.”

      Babi was not reading the room.

      The tide of red returned to Anne’s face as she mechanically complied with Babi’s request, hanging the dress in its bag and zipping it up before handing it to Leeza.

      Wanting to smooth over the tense moment, Leeza said warmly to Anne, “I’d like to invite you to my bachelorette party. My sister is throwing one for me on Friday. Can you attend?” The wedding was scheduled for Sunday and Leeza wanted Havel’s relatives to like her and these two women were his only family. She didn’t want her relationship with Anne to start under a cloud of jealousy and anger.

      Babi answered for Anne. “Of course she’ll be there. She must represent the women of this family.” Taking Anne’s arm for support, she reached for her walker. “You take such wonderful care of me, you deserve a night out.”

      “Sounds like fun.” Anne managed a faint smile but didn’t meet Leeza’s eyes as she helped Babi from the room.

      Leeza trailed behind them. When she entered the living room it was to find Havel chasing Kris around the table. Kris was screeching and laughing in a way Leeza had never heard before. It warmed Leeza’s heart to see her future husband playing with her son with such wild abandon. It made her want to join in.

      Havel grinned when he caught sight of her, then reached under the table, gripping Kris's ankle and drawing him out. They laughed loudly as Havel tossed him up in his arms.

      Kris patted Havel's shoulder and Leeza knew their bonding was complete. A pat on the shoulder meant he loved the person holding him.

      “You ready to go?” Havel asked her, his eyes twinkling as he looked at her standing next to his grandmother and cousin.

      She nodded, but it was Anne who spoke. “I’d like a word with you about your grandmother.”

      Havel and Babi looked at her in surprise.

      “I’m standing right here, child,” Babi said, her tone annoyed. “If you have something to say that involves me then you should speak to me about it first.”

      Anne tried to smile at her grandmother and failed. “I’m sorry, Babi. I meant I need to talk to him about the house.”

      Leeza stepped past the two women and reached for her son. “I’ll take Kris out to the car while you talk.”

      She suspected Anne wanted an excuse to be alone with Havel. Perhaps it would be good for him if he woke up to his cousin’s crush and talked to her about it.

      After transferring Kris to Leeza, Havel took her arm. “Don’t leave the house without me.”

      She frowned. “But we have a dozen bodyguards. I’ll just go ahead and settle Kris is the – ”

      “I said no.” He turned away from her and nodded at his cousin to follow him to the back of the house.

      Leeza waited on the couch while Kris squirmed out of her grip. She reached for a quarter sandwich from the tray on the coffee table, taking a bite.

      “She’s going to cause problems, you know,” Babi said, taking a sandwich too. “I love the girl, but she has some strange ideas.”

      Leeza swallowed her bite of cucumber sandwich before asking, “Like what?”

      Babi sighed and shook her head. “She was always an odd child, with some rather unattainable ideas of what she wanted her future to look like and who she wanted to spend it with. She spent so much time with her head in the clouds, she didn’t learn how to live in the real world. Now she’s stuck here with me with nothing to look forward to.”

      “I’m sure she has plenty to look forward to.” Leeza didn’t know what else to say. She didn’t know Anne well enough to comment.

      Finally, Havel emerged.

      Leeza stood and he took her arm, saying goodnight to his grandmother before they left.

      “What did she want?” Leeza asked on the way to the car.

      “She wanted me to postpone the wedding until Babi’s blood pressure comes down. Thinks Babi won’t be able to handle the excitement.”

      “Babi is so excited, it would probably be worse for her blood pressure if we postpone,” Leeza frowned. “What did you tell Anne?”

      “To mind her own fucking business.”

      A smile curved Leeza’s lips and she tightened her grip on his arm as their bodyguards surrounded them.
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      Rolling onto her stomach, Leeza buried her face in her pillow and yawned widely, then peeked at Havel’s side of the bed. She was surprised to see him still there, sleeping peacefully. He was usually at the gym by the time Leeza woke up, honing his body into a lethal machine.

      She watched as the sunbeams made their way through the huge bedroom window, playing across Havel’s sculpted muscles and tattoos. Giving into the urge to touch the ridged skin, she delicately trailed her fingers down his neck, following the path of a dagger stabbing a heart, then the inked blood drops that marked his neck.

      Continuing her path, she traced the tip of her finger around the intricately designed curves of her name, which was written in cursive and wrapped in a thorny vine. Beneath her name was her son’s, each letter blunt but beautiful and wrapped lovingly in the same vines as hers.

      “Do you like it?” Havel’s voice, gravelly from sleep, startled her.

      She lifted her eyes to meet his, which were regarding her with a heavy-lidded warmth that made her heart thump in anticipation.

      “Yes, very much,” she replied. “When did you get it done?”

      “Six years.” Capturing her fingers, he sat up in the bed.

      “When Kris was born.” She sat up too.

      He nodded.

      “How long after?”

      He frowned at her. “Does it matter?”

      “I guess it seems strange to get another man’s son’s name tattooed on your chest when you barely know the kid.”

      “He’s not another man’s son,” Havel growled, rolling her under his body. “He’s your son, and soon he’ll be mine too.”

      He took her mouth in a lingering kiss. She parted her lips, inviting him in and he enthusiastically complied, smothering her body with his, pressing his morning wood into the vee of her thighs.

      She gasped into his mouth and lifted her hips, but instead of taking her up on her offer, he rolled away from her. “Have a fucking meeting this morning.”

      Leeza rolled against his side, licking his ear before biting down, sending a shiver of pleasure through his big frame. “Cancel it,” she breathed.

      “Fuck,” he groaned, turning and gripping her head before kissing her fiercely. “Can’t cancel it, but if you promise to be here when I get back, I can make it the fastest damn meeting I’ve ever had.”

      She grinned and rolled away, climbing off the bed and standing nude in front of him. “Sadly, that doesn’t work for me.” His eyes followed greedily as she made her way to the closet, throwing him a sensual look. “I have my bachelorette party tonight. Saskia and Shaun are taking me to the salon so I can get my hair and nails done before we go out.”

      Havel leapt out of bed, intercepting her and swinging her into his arms. “Cancel the party and stay home with me. I’ll make it worth your while.”

      She laughed. “Can’t, Saskia would kill me. Besides it’s a chance for me to get to know your cousin better.”

      “Fuck Anne,” he growled.

      Leeza agreed but not out loud. “It’s important to me, Havel. I’ll get to re-connect with some of my old friends.”

      “Fuck them too, those bitches weren’t there for you when you had to leave your home and go on the run.”

      She didn’t point out that he and his boss were the reason she’d had to go on the run. “Some of them are good people. You should give them a chance.”

      “The only person I care about is you.”

      “And Kris.”

      “And Kris,” he agreed.

      “What about Jozef?”

      “He’s my boss, nothing more.”

      “Now you’re lying,” she scoffed, slapping his shoulder. “You two are so close you’re practically twins.”

      “Where are you going again tonight?” Havel demanded, changing the subject.

      She smirked as she fought her way out from the cage of his arms and walked into the closet to choose an outfit.

      “You know where we’re going,” she said with a laugh, pulling a light summer dress off a hanger and dragging it over her head. “Saskia wanted to go to that new club that opened a few months ago but you told her we’d have to have the party here at Zmatek where you can provide security.”

      He grunted. “Changed my mind. You’ll do it here in our apartment, out of the club, away from any risks.”

      “Like what? All the single men? We’re absolutely not having my party here,” she protested, still laughing. Of course he was going to wait to the last minute to go caveman. “You can watch through the cameras in your office and make sure I’m being a good girl.”

      “Fuck that,” he snapped. “I’ll be out there with you, making sure nothing happens.”

      “No, you won’t.” She went into the washroom and picked up her toothbrush. “You will respect your agreement with Saskia and leave us to party in peace. We both know if you go to the club, you’ll ruin my night.” Knowing exactly how overbearing Havel could be when it came to Leeza, Saskia had negotiated custody for the night.

      “Still don’t know how she got me to agree to this,” he grumbled.

      “Because she’s good at wrapping people around her little finger and she’s like the younger sister you never had.”

      “Or wanted.”

      “You wuv ‘er,” Leeza mumbled around a mouthful of toothpaste.

      “Only you, lásko.” Havel kissed her and went into the bedroom to change. He was already gone by the time Leeza emerged from the washroom.

      Leeza spent the day shopping, then as the afternoon grew late, she took her time getting ready for her night out. She realized she was really excited for both her night out and for the wedding, and thought how far she and Havel had come since the rocky start of their reunion.

      After she dressed, she made herself a quick snack, then decided to touch up her make-up. Havel still wasn't home, which was a good thing.

      She didn't need him seeing her in her party outfit until she was surrounded by her lady posse. Then, if he went caveman on her, he’d have to go through a fierce group of women to get to her.

      Humming to herself, she reapplied her lipstick and headed back into the bedroom. It was getting dark out and she had to feel her way to the door.

      “What the fuck are you wearing?” Havel’s deep voice came from right next to her.

      Leeza jumped and squinted as light flooded the room.

      Havel had his hand on the light switch, his thick brows drawn low.

      “When did you get home?”

      "Never mind that. I asked you a question. What the fuck are you wearing?"

      “Ummm… a dress?”

      “That’s not a dress,” he snarled, grabbing her arm and swinging her into the room before slamming the door shut. He stalked her across the floor as she backed away from him, his expression falling somewhere between hungry predator and pissed-off prom dad.

      Leeza glanced sideways at herself in the standing mirror. It was definitely a dress, just much less of one that she might normally wear. When she was out shopping with her sister, she’d tried to pick something more conservative that wouldn’t draw unnecessary attention, but Saskia had crushed that idea.

      She’d forced her older sister into a dressing room and thrown every colour, fabric, and style in with Leeza until they’d settled on this one. It was stunning. Something Leeza had always wished she could wear but had never been brave enough to try. Saskia had told her that she would only get to be a divorcee for a few more days and that she needed to get her cougar on.

      The backless gold halter dress draped over Leeza like a waterfall, scooping low over her cleavage and landing high on her thighs. She’d paired it with four-inch gold sandals with straps that wound up her calves.

      “One fucking inch,” Havel growled, pulling Leeza around until she stood in front of the standup mirror with him at her back. He gripped the edge of her skirt and for a breathless second she thought he was going to tear it away from her. Instead, he raised the dress an inch, baring her thigh.

      Her mouth went dry with anticipation as he moved his hand around the back of the dress, lifting it over her ass and trailing his finger down the tiny strap of her G-string.

      He groaned, dragging her closer and thrusting his cock against into her ass, making her feel his erection, showing her what her skimpy dress was doing to him.

      He dug a hand into the top of her gown, taking a handful of her soft breast and squeezing. Leeza moaned as she tipped her head back into his shoulder.

      “No fucking bra.” His deep voice held disapproval, but lust was winning out as his hot gaze took in every inch of her in the mirror. She watched him grope her, running his hands down her body, lifting her dress, sliding his fingers into her panties. “You’re outta your fucking mind if you think I’m letting you walk out of here in this.”

      She held her breath as he dipped a finger into her pussy, pressing it deep, pumping it until she thrust her hips in response.

      “You like that?” he breathed against her ear, wrapping his arm around her neck and anchoring her to his chest.

      “Make me come, Havel.” She met his gaze in the mirror, her bold words stoking the fire in his golden eyes.

      “You’re speaking my language, sweetheart.” He lifted her skirt higher, pushing the crotch of her panties aside and pressing another finger inside her, pumping until she was whimpering and leaning on him for support. “Beg me for it. Tell me how bad you want to soak my hand.”

      “I want it so bad,” she breathed, her eyes locked on his hand, the tattoos on his knuckles flashing in the mirror as he fucked her.

      “Do it,” he growled in her ear. “Come for me, baby.”

      “I can’t!” she gasped.

      “You can,” he ordered her. “Let go and give me your weight. I’ve got you.”

      She let go, allowing him to hold her up, sinking into the feel of his fingers inside her.

      His sandpapery jaw scraped her as he kissed her neck, nipping at her skin as he drove her to the edge of her orgasm, then over, tightening his hold as she keened her pleasure, her legs collapsing beneath her.

      Before she could recover, he whirled her around and shoved her against the wall.

      She gasped, disoriented while he held her up with one hand and unzipped his jeans with the other, dragging his veined cock over the top of his underwear.

      It was fully erect, pointing straight at her, the tattoo of a snake winding around the velvety base. Havel gripped her around the waist and lifted her.

      “Don’t you dare cum on this dress,” she warned him as he dragged her down onto his cock, pushing her panties further aside to accommodate his thick girth.

      She gasped and wiggled on top of him, the tight fit causing some discomfort despite how wet she’d gotten from her orgasm.

      “I’ll do whatever the fuck I want to this dress.”

      “You do and I’ll go to the club naked,” she threatened, rocking her hips against him.

      “Try it and I’ll have you blacklisted.” He could do it too. The bouncers worked for Guard Dog.

      “Shut up and fuck me.” She gripped his face, dragging him in for a tongue-tangling kiss that matched the furious tempo of his hips as he fucked her against the wall.

      “Fuck,” he groaned into her neck, sucking and biting, marking her, the bit of pain throwing her headfirst into the path of anther orgasm as his cock thickened inside her.

      He shouted, his hips jerking as he pumped his hot semen inside her. He lifted his head, pinning her with eyes full of fierce possession. “You’ll have my cum inside you tonight if you insist on wearing this scrap of fabric in public.”

      He pulled his cock out and replaced her panties, pressing the fabric into her wet pussy and soaking up the juices.

      She was mesmerized by him, by the barbarism of his act. It appealed to her on a base level. She wanted to wear his seed on her thighs as she danced. She wanted to touch the redness on her neck where his unshaven jaw and teeth had abraded her.

      He smoothed the dress down her thighs and took her hands, pulling her away from the wall. His eyes drifted down her body and he frowned. Tapping her chin, he said, “I’ll be watching your every move tonight. Trust me when I say you don’t want to find out what happens if another male touches you.”
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      Leeza laughed hysterically as she stumbled into two Ayaans while coming out of a bathroom stall. Actually, probably just one Ayaan and too many tequilas.

      Leeza hated tequila, but Yolanda, her old yoga instructor kept buying rounds and Leeza kept drinking them. She really was an obedient woman. Not just when it came to her alcohol consumption, but she’d also been walking around all night with Havel’s cum inside her panties, avoiding any male hands that came her way lest her fiancé cut them off.

      “You don’t need to come with me to the toilet,” Leeza said to Ayaan as she washed her hands, flinging water everywhere as she searched for a paper towel dispenser.

      Ayaan handed her a couple of paper towels. “I go where you go. Boss’s orders.”

      Leeza made a face. “But you took the night off. I know ‘cause I insisted ‘cause I wanted to be able to get drunk with you, so you definitely don’t need to act like a bodyguard. You can relax and enjoy yourself.”

      “This isn’t my idea of a good time.”

      Leeza stared at the two Ayaans, blinking until they merged into one. “When’s a good time for you, then? We can reschedule.”

      Ayaan shook her head. “I mean, this isn’t my idea of fun.”

      “Oh.” Leeza pondered the issue. “Well, what do you enjoy? We’ll go do that next.”

      Ayaan chuckled. “I’m not going to the gun range with a bunch of wasted chicks.”

      Leeza slapped a hand over her chest, missed and got herself in the chin. “I am not wasted.”

      “Drunk then,” Ayaan said, rolling her eyes and taking Leeza’s arm to lead her out of the washroom.

      “So, your idea of a good time is killing a paper target?”

      “If I can’t get my hands on a real target, yes.”

      Leeza tried to turn toward her bodyguard, then stopped as dizziness swamped her. "Stand still," she slurred. "I'm talking to you."

      "I am standing still."

      "Oh. I was going to ask you what you did to relax. It can't be all combat all the time.”

      “My idea of relaxation also includes explosive devices.”

      “Wow.” Leeza stared at her with blinking eyes.

      Ayaan shrugged. “It’s all I’ve ever known.”

      Leeza reached for Ayaan’s shoulder, accidentally patting her breast. “That sounds sad. I’m sorry you had a sad life full of guns and explosives.”

      With a small laugh, Ayaan removed Leeza’s hand from her breast. “I’ve had a perfectly good life.”

      “Do you need a hug?” Leeza swayed toward her.

      “Nope.” Ayaan stepped back, thrusting a well-timed Saskia into Leeza’s path.

      Leeza gripped her sister around the neck. “I’m so sorry you’ve had a sad life.”

      Saskia gripped Leeza back. “Yeah, you too.”

      The two sisters hugged it out, lamenting their sad lives.

      “Okay, you two, let’s get back to the VIP booth before the boss has a fit.” Ayaan glared at a couple of guys who stumbled too close to Leeza on their way to the washroom.

      “Oh right,” Saskia exclaimed. “Yolanda bought another round of tequila for the table and I ordered a glass of red wine for you. I know it’s your favourite.”

      “You’re the best sister… a sister can have.”

      Ayaan gripped each sister by the arm and ushered them back to the VIP area where several women filled the booths. Most were old friends and distant family.

      Anne was there as well, though she spent most of her time scanning the club for someone. Havel, Leeza assumed. Babi’s companion nursed her drink, sipping occasionally while declining to join the others when they did shots and made their way to the dance floor.

      It pained Leeza to see Anne waste her time over a crush that would go nowhere. She wanted to shake the other woman and tell her to wake up. Havel didn’t love her and he never would. Not only because he loved Leeza, but because Anne was not his type.

      To put it generously, Anne was a homebody. She wanted someone to cook and clean for, but Havel didn’t care about those things. Less generously, Anne was whiny, jealous, and judgmental, and Havel didn’t have patience for any of those characteristics. Which was why he would never look twice at his cousin.

      It was Leeza’s bachelorette party and she wanted to have fun, which meant no more dwelling on her dour soon-to-be cousin-in-law. Pulling a face at the thought, Leeza grabbed Saskia and Ayaan and hauled them out of their chairs. “Let’s dance!”

      Ayaan groaned, but Saskia sped onto the dancefloor, flinging herself into the music. Leeza danced and watched her sister with affection. Saskia threw her entire being into everything she did, and she did it effortlessly. It was like she danced her way through life to music only she could hear.

      After hours of dancing and a few more tequila shots, the building pressure in her bladder had Leeza rushing off the dance floor. She glanced over her shoulder to see if Ayaan was following but the other woman was quickly swallowed up by the crowd.

      Oh well, Havel had bodyguards everywhere, their eyes following Leeza’s every move. She wasn’t worried that anything would happen while she peed; she was worried Ayaan would chew her out for peeing alone. But she really couldn’t wait!

      She stumbled into an empty stall and released her screaming bladder. She wiped and flushed, then washed her hands. As she made her way out of the washroom, a crowd of clubgoers surged down the hall, pushing her toward the open back door. A rush of cold air hit her and Leeza groaned, swaying towards it.

      She squinted at the crowd. There was a guy walking in her direction who looked like Halil, one of Havel’s best mercenaries. She decided she was 70-ish percent certain it was him and 90-ish percent certain he would say yes to her going outside for some fresh air, and those odds were good enough for her.

      She moved down the hall, blending into a crowd of laughing people.

      “I love your dress!” A woman exclaimed to Leeza.

      “Thanks!” She grinned. “My fiancé hates it.” She remembered how he’d had his hands all over her. “But he also loves it.”

      The other woman nodded knowingly. “Wanna smoke?”

      Leeza accepted and stepped outside, moaning as the cool air hit her. It felt amazing against her flushed cheeks.

      She took the cigarette and leaned in as the woman held a lighter to it. Drawing the smoke into her lungs, Leeza decided that she was having the most perfect night.

      The feeling turned to panic as the taste of ash coated her tongue. Oh yeah. She didn’t smoke, she thought as she gagged. She threw the cigarette on the ground, covered her mouth and stumbled away from the other people. If she were going to vomit, she didn’t want anyone to see her.

      She crouched in the ally, leaning against a brick wall and taking deep gulps of air until the nausea subsided.

      She should probably lay off the tequila and never, never again forget that she was a non-smoker.

      Standing, she turned away from the wall and staggered toward the door. Shit, she thought as she looked around. She was alone. Everyone else had gone inside. Worse than that, the door was closed, and when she tried to open it, discovered it was locked. She yanked on the handle a couple of more times, then decided that she’d have to go around the front and tell the bouncer she got locked out. They knew her on sight so getting back inside wouldn’t be an issue.

      As she made her way around the building, a wave of fatigue washed over her. She stopped to lean against the glass window of a storefront. Clubbing had been so much easier when she was younger. Now, she wanted nothing more than to slide into her bed. Once she found her way back inside, she would tell Saskia and the others she was going upstairs to bed. It had been an excellent night, but she was done.

      Zmatek was only a few doors down from where she was standing. She could see people spilling out onto the street, hailing cabs, talking, laughing, smoking. Then she spotted a black SUV parked against the curb in the club’s loading zone.

      Her limousine! It must’ve come from the estate to pick her up. Oh shit. She was so drunk. Should she get in it? Of course, she should get in it. Maybe her father sent it. Wait? Was he dead? She couldn't remember.

      She weaved her way over looking for the driver. Gone. Maybe inside.

      Whatever. She could wait for them in the car.

      She yanked at the door handle and it opened.

      She crawled into the back. The driver would come back and take her home where she could go to bed.

      She yawned and fell over onto the seat. Just a little nap, she thought as she curled up.
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        * * *

      

      Havel barked orders as his people scrambled to search the building for his lost fiancé. She’d been gone three hours and no one had heard from her.

      Kris was tucked safely in bed upstairs with Fatima watching over him, so Leeza hadn’t used the opportunity to run off. There was no chance she would leave without her son.

      But where did she go?

      The only answer Havel could come up with was that something sinister had befallen her. Yet, his gut was telling him she wasn’t in danger. And his instinct was spot on when it came to Leeza.

      When she was fourteen, she’d been thrown from her horse in a remote and wooded part of the estate. She’d hit her head on a rock and stumbled around concussed. Havel had found her curled in a heap on the ground crying for her mother.

      When she’d married Adam, he’d still had those feelings, but couldn’t act on them. Instead, he would lay alone in his dark bedroom gritting his teeth and telling himself she deserved everything that was happening to her. He was wrong though and he knew it, even back then. His heart had broken when he saw the bruises on her delicate skin.

      It never made sense to him. He knew she studied Crav Maga. Why hadn’t she broken her husband’s arm when he got violent? Why just take the abuse?

      Through reading her counsellor’s notes, Havel now had an answer and the answer was just as heartbreaking as the bruises. She’d allowed the beatings because she thought she deserved them.

      Going with what his gut was telling him, he talked himself off the cliff. He would find his little wanderer, spank her ass for worrying him, then spent the rest of his life worshipping her and making her understand that she deserved only the best that life had to offer.

      With that goal in mind, he had Ali pull up the security footage of the club right before Leeza disappeared. He would watch it over and over until he figured out where she went.
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      “Oh god,” Leeza groaned and tried to roll over, but started to fall.

      Catching herself, she pulled back and cracked her eyelids. Was she falling out of bed?

      Oh… she wasn’t in her bed… she was in a car.

      Confused, she sat up, shoving a mass of tangled hair off her face. A sharp pain drilled through her skull and had her taking deep breaths through her nose to stop herself from vomiting.

      She squinted out the window and then blinked a few times at the bright sun. How could it be so bright? Her confusion grew as she took stock of what she was seeing.

      Cars. Everywhere. Most in terrible condition but a few like her SUV.

      “Where am I?”

      Had she been kidnapped or robbed and shoved in a car? Where were her bodyguards? Why couldn’t she remember how she got here? Had she been drugged too?

      As snippets of memory returned, she realized nothing terrible had happened. She’d drunk enough the night before to drop a full-grown elephant. It was the tequila. It was always the fucking tequila that led her into trouble.

      She was going to have Yolanda quietly killed so she could never do this to Leeza again. There had to be some perks to being part of a mafia family. Having her ex-yoga instructor neutralized seemed like a good use of family resources.

      Groping for the door handle, she shoved it open and crawled out of the car, pushing herself onto unsteady legs. She shaded her eyes and breathed the diesel-scented air into her lungs as she looked around.

      She was in an impound lot. As bits of the evening before started filtering through the fog, she realized what must’ve happened and started laughing, which hurt, so she immediately stopped, clutching her head.

      She remembered exiting the club through the back door for a breath of fresh air. She’d assumed there were bodyguards nearby, but with all the people moving and dancing in the club, she had to admit, she didn’t know who’d been watching over her.

      “Okay, let’s see if I was smart enough to pass out with my phone.” She climbed back into the car and found her purse right away. Digging out her phone, she growled in annoyance. Dead battery.

      Havel was probably freaking out. No. He was definitely freaking out. She just hoped he hadn’t killed anyone while searching for her. It really was no one’s fault. She simply got too drunk, accidentally slipped past her bodyguards and then relocated to a junk yard. At least there were no dogs.

      Dogs? Dogs! She took a quick look around, then clutched her head and moaned. She had to stop doing that.

      She took a slower look around. Nope, so far, there were no big toothy dogs to object to her presence.

      All she had to do was search the yard for either a gate or a guard, let herself out and take a cab back to Zmatek. She and Havel would have a laugh over a cup of coffee, she would shower and go to bed.

      Sounded perfect.

      Except as Leeza stumbled through the junk yard, which turned out to be quite large, it became clear that there was no one around. It was Saturday. They were probably closed.

      After several minutes of searching, she found a huge gate, which was shut and locked.

      “Fuck.” She slumped against a rusty Volkswagen rubbing her throbbing temples.

      A low whistle caught her attention and her head shot up. Fuck. She had to stop doing that.

      But… yes! Havel was standing on the other side of the gate, his big body crammed into a pair of dark blue jeans and a T-shirt that should be illegal the way it stretched over slabs of muscle.

      The best thing about seeing him though was the amusement on his face. Thank god, he wasn’t mad. Bad things happened when Havel got pissed.

      She rushed to the gate, rattling the chain-link fence. “You found me!”

      “Took some detective work, but I figured it out.” He eyed her through the bars. “You don’t look too bad for a woman who passed out in the back of a stranger’s vehicle and got towed out of town.”

      She shrugged. “You know me, always looking for adventure.” She beamed at him. Her knight in shining armour. “Tell me you didn’t kill anyone when I disappeared.”

      He flashed her a feral grin. “You can let Ayaan out of the basement when we get back. Though, she’s not happy with a woman named Yolanda, so maybe give her some time to cool down first.”

      They laughed together.

      “I would commit murder for some of your blueberry pancakes,” Leeza sighed.

      “Come over to my side of the fence and I’ll arrange some for you.” He looked at the gate, then said, “Stay there. I’ll find someone to unlock it.”

      “Don’t do that.” She smirked as she looked up. “I got this. Even with a hangover.”

      She unstrapped her heels and lobbed them over the fence, laughing as Havel ducked out of the way of a deadly Louboutin missile. She climbed on top of a car next to the fence and reached up as high as she could.

      She was strong, but still, it wasn’t easy to drag her body weight up the chain-link fence.

      “Leeza.” Havel’s growl caught her attention. “Watch the razor wire.”

      She shrugged out of her leather jacket and used it to cover the razor wire at the top of the fence, then climbed over, curling her toes into the chain-link as she clung to the fence.

      “Jump,” Havel said from below her, holding his arms out to catch her.

      Closing her eyes and breathing in, she let go of the fence.

      Havel caught her easily, but her arm smacked him in the side of the head. “Ouch.”

      “Sorry,” she giggled.

      “Why’d you fling your arms out?”

      “Because I feel good.” She pushed at his chest until he set her on her feet. “Really great, in fact.”

      “You’re still drunk,” he accused.

      She shook her head. “No… just… content.”

      His eyes warmed as he took her hand and led her back to his car. He opened the door for her and leaned in to buckle her seatbelt, turning his head to kiss her before striding around to the other side.

      As they pulled away from the impound lot, Leeza asked, “Is everyone upset with me for disappearing?”

      “Worried mostly until we got hold of the CCTV footage of you stumbling into the back of that SUV.” Havel’s voice hardened as he added, “I have the owner locked in an office at Guard Dog. Turns out he just bought the vehicle and wanted to show it off.”

      “Havel, it’s not the owner’s fault I chose his car to sleep off my tequila hangover!”

      “Idiot parked in a no parking zone and got you in trouble. I don’t care if it was inadvertent, his actions could’ve gotten you hurt.”

      “Havel Tsotsarov. You will release that man with a hefty cash payment as soon as we’re back.”

      “Yes dear.”

      They both laughed.

      “Oh, pull over here!” Leeza pointed at a fast-food restaurant and Havel pulled the vehicle over.

      Before entering, Havel covered her skimpy club dress with his giant leather coat, zipping it up to her chin.

      She eagerly ordered three breakfast sandwiches, two hashbrowns, a box of cinnamon bites, and a coffee – enough food to soothe a hangover of epic proportions – then stood aside as Havel paid, then carried her tray to a table

      She slapped his hand when he reached for one of her breakfast sandwiches.

      “You can’t eat all that,” he protested.

      “Watch me,” she said around a mouthful of food. She devoured two of the sandwiches, both hashbrowns and the entire box of cinnamon bites before shoving the tray at him. “Now you can take my leftovers.”

      He ate most of the sandwich in one bite, growling at her, “See if I make blueberry pancakes for you again, ungrateful woman.”

      “You could’ve ordered your own food.”

      “Thought you were ordering for both of us.”

      Their banter felt natural. It felt domestic. It felt right.

      Leeza got a glimpse of their future together as they sat eating and talking, laughing while Havel described his search for her.

      “Knew you weren’t in trouble though,” he said gruffly, using a napkin to wipe some ketchup from the corner of Leeza’s lip.

      “How did you know?”

      “I’ve always known when there was something going on with you.”

      She frowned. “That doesn’t make sense. I’ve been in trouble plenty of times.”

      “And I’ve always known.” He pressed his fist over his chest. “In here. It feels like I’m suffocating.”

      She was speechless. She didn’t believe in supernatural ‘feelings’ but she knew what Havel meant. Since she was young, she’d always had a sixth sense when it came to him. He was a planet and she was his moon, his gravity keeping her in his orbit. It was an awareness of when he was near and when he wasn’t.

      Havel took her hand. “I shouldn’t have left you to suffer with Adam. You needed me and I ignored the feeling urging me to go to you. It won’t happen again, lásko. This I can promise.”

      She nodded, blinking rapidly.

      Havel leaned across the table, taking her face in his hands, his long, tattooed fingers cradling her face. “Never again.” He sealed his promise with a kiss that transported her out of the restaurant and into their own private heaven.

      “Get a room.”

      Leeza giggled against Havel’s mouth as a teenager walked by.

      Havel turned his head, pinning the kid with a look that had him rushing to catch up with his friends.

      “You shouldn’t scare children.”

      He shrugged. “I tend to scare people just by breathing.”

      “That’s very gangster of you,” she teased.

      He took her hand and pulled her from the booth. “Let’s go. Kris wants his mother back home.”

      “How is he?” Leeza felt guilty for not asking after her son sooner, then shook the feeling away. She wasn’t in fight or flight mode anymore. She could take some time to herself, even if that meant an impromptu trip to the junk yard.

      “He’s fine,” Havel assured her, ushering Leeza back into the car before climbing into the driver’s seat. “Fatima took full advantage of her time with him, spoiling him with homemade Iranian food, desserts, movies, and colouring books. I think she was planning a trip to the zoo later today, though she said she’d ask you when you came home.”

      “That works for me and my hangover.” Leeza pulled her knees up and slouched low in her seat, leaning against the door and closing her eyes.

      Havel placed his hand on her thigh while they drove in comfortable silence.

      When they arrived home, Leeza was surprised to find her entire bachelorette party still in the bar. Most were sitting around the VIP tables, laughing and eating sandwiches and fruit from trays.

      “Looks like the party continued without me,” Leeza said dryly.

      Saskia swung her head in Leeza’s direction, then flung herself to her feet, stumbling toward  Leeza who caught her as she started to fall. Havel gripped Leeza, stopping her from tumbling to the ground.

      “What the hell happened to you?” Saskia demanded, gripping Leeza’s arms.

      The smell of vodka hit Leeza and she had to cover her mouth and nose before she could answer her sister. “I got towed. Are you still drunk?”

      Saskia nodded. “We were so worried about you, we stayed to make sure you got home.”

      “You were so worried you kept drinking?” Leeza eyed a jug of what looked like Sangria in a fishbowl. Her gaze drifted around the rest of the bachelorette party. Yolanda and Shaun were passed out together in a booth. Three of Leeza’s friends were still sipping cocktails while Anne was at a table alone, drinking a cup of coffee, her expressionless gaze glued to Havel.

      Saskia looked guilty. “Alcohol passed the time while we speculated about where you could have gone.”

      “Where’s Ayaan?”

      “Havel put her in the basement because she was threatening to shoot up the entire club unless you were found, but I picked the lock after he left.” Havel shook his head at Saskia and she continued, “Now she’s upstairs bullying Ali into giving her the CCTV footage from every camera in the city. I think she’s taking your disappearance personally.”

      Leeza grinned. She couldn’t help herself. A few weeks ago she’d been utterly alone, on the run with her child, not knowing if they would be okay. Now she was surrounded by people who actually cared about her and it felt good.

      “I’ll call off her search after I settle you in bed,” Havel said, guiding Leeza away from her posse. She savored the feel of his fingers where they touched the bare skin of her back.

      As they rode the elevator, Havel wrapped his arm around Leeza and she rested her head against him, closing her eyes, a contented sigh slipping from her lips. Her head was pounding, her stomach was queasy, and her mouth tasted like something had died in it, but she was happy.

      “Come here,” Havel said gruffly, bending to pick her up, careful not to jostle her too much.

      “I can walk,” she murmured half-heartedly, resting her head against him and closing her eyes again.

      He ignored her weak protest and carried her to their apartment. Leeza was half asleep when Havel set her on her feet in the bedroom and bent to remove her shoes. She leaned against him, her hand on his shoulder as she sleepily lifted one foot at a time.

      He stood and pulled the zip of her dress down, his knuckles brushing her skin, sending a pool of warmth to her lower belly.

      He tugged the dress off, then pulled her panties down. Everywhere his hands touched sent waves of pleasure through her. He kneeled at her feet, his bald tattooed head bent to his task. An ache in her belly grew as she slid a hand over it. How had she ever thought she’d removed him from her heart?

      She touched his ear then slid her fingers down to the stubble at his jaw.

      He looked up at her with such naked worship, it stole her breath.

      The moment passed as he stood. He opened the door to his wardrobe and pulled out a T-shirt, which he tugged over her head and down her body.

      “Bed,” he said gruffly, giving her a push.

      That was all the encouragement Leeza needed. After eating her weight in fried breakfast foods and assuring herself Kris was well taken care of, she wanted nothing more than to curl up in the sunbeams spilling across her bed and sleep until her hangover went away.

      She slipped beneath the sheets and closed her eyes.

      Havel climbed onto the bed, sitting on the covers with his back against the headboard. He slid his hand under the T-shirt and up her bare back, sending a wave of shivers through her. He continued to touch her, raking his fingertips up and down her back in a soothing pattern as she drifted into sleep.
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      Anne glanced around the market square, searching for her date. It was their third time meeting in person and things were going very well so far. She was both nervous and exited to spend more time with him.

      She’d started using the love finder app a few months earlier, and he was the first guy she’d swiped right on. They’d had a few promising conversations online and one phone conversation before agreeing to meet. He was always pleasant if a little distant, but she was hopeful the more they met, the better she would know him.

      “Anne?” The voice came from behind her, startling her.

      She turned around, forcing a smile past the flutter of disappointment that went through her each time she saw him. He was shorter than his bio had indicated, and his hair was grey rather than the brown he’d said it was, though perhaps it was still brown when he’d created his profile. His skin was pale with dry, flaky sections and he sweated almost constantly. And he wore thick glasses that made his eyes look small.

      How he looks doesn’t matter, she told herself.

      He was a man with a good job and he was interested in her. And she wasn’t anything special either, so she shouldn’t be judgmental. She was 44, average height, weight and looks. The lines around her eyes and on her forehead were starting to deepen. She’d never been beautiful, like her soon-to-be cousin-in-law, Leeza. Or passionate and vivacious like the younger Koba sibling, Saskia. Or cool and elegant, like the doctor, who was now also part of that family.

      When he offered her his hand, she slid her fingers across his, squeezing, then letting go quickly. “Adam, so good to see you,” she said. She surreptitiously smoothed her hand down her skirt. His hand was quite clammy.

      She had hoped maybe they would have progressed to kissing, but Adam hadn’t made any moves during their previous two dates.

      “Should we go to the cafe?” she asked with a smile.

      They’d agreed to meet in the market square and walk to a nearby bistro for lunch.

      “It’s too noisy there at this time of day. Do you mind if we go someplace more private?” He gave her an apologetic look.

      She thought about his suggestion. She knew better than to go to an undiscussed secondary location with a man she’d met online, but nothing about Adam had alarmed her during their previous dates and she was ready to take their budding relationship to the next level. “Sure, that sounds nice.”

      “My place is close,” he told her, taking her arm gently and leading her.

      She was going to see his home!

      She wondered what it would look like. He’d told her he was an accountant, which meant he had money.

      As they walked, she imagined a scenario where they got engaged and she was able to have a glamorous bachelorette party just like Leeza’s, with an elegant wedding to follow. After the wedding, they would move into Adam’s fancy apartment where they would host Babi and Leeza. She’d have to invite Havel too, of course, since he never let Leeza go anywhere alone. She shoved the thought out of her head. She couldn’t think about Havel right now. It upset her too much and she needed to concentrate on Adam if they were going to have a future together.

      “This way.”

      Anne frowned as Adam led her down a set of cobblestone stairs and through an alleyway. There were buildings on both sides and the air around her went from warm and sunny to damp and shadowy. She shivered and leaned closer to Adam.

      Instead of continuing through to the other end of the alley and back out into the sunshine, he stopped at a door and fitted his key in the lock.

      “Here?” she asked incredulously, looking at the buildings around them. They were tall, dank, and mostly windowless with an industrial abandoned feel.

      He nodded. “I prefer living quietly.”

      Her place with Babi was small, but cozy and quiet, located in a bustling but cheerful neighborhood. Anne often lamented that the home wasn’t more modern, but it was clean and friendly, unlike the building Adam was living in.

      Incredulity was replaced with dismay as they stepped inside. She followed him down a long, dark and empty hallway, glancing past a door that was hanging open, the hinges bent at an odd angle. There were no signs of life. Just cobwebs, dust and boxes.

      “Is this an apartment building?” she asked, hearing the squeak in her voice.

      She didn’t think she was in any danger from Adam, but she didn’t want to go any further into the building. Her sheltered life had steered her away from ramshackle abandoned buildings. It looked like the kind of place homeless persons might squat in.

      “Not exactly,” Adam answered. “But I own the building, so I can do whatever I want with it.”

      “You own this place?” Her fear turned to relief as she imagined how much it must cost to purchase a whole building in the heart of Prague. Maybe he was rich!

      They went up a staircase, down another hall, then stopped at a door. He unlocked and opened it, ushering her inside.

      The room consisted of a makeshift kitchen, dining room, and living room. His kitchen had a hot plate on a counter, a sink and a bar fridge. Next to a grimy wall there was an old square dining table, its laminate top scarred from years of use. A single faded hardwood chair was tucked up to it. In the living room there was a small couch, but no chair, no rugs, no TV, nothing. It appeared windowless although one of the walls had a plywood board nailed to it. She supposed there could be a window behind it.

      Anne’s inner alarm bell was finally clanging, and she was terribly afraid she’d done something stupid by following this man back to his so-called ‘apartment’.

      Backing toward the door, she stammered, “Actually… I…I don’t think I’m quite ready to…”

      Adam reacted swiftly by gripping her arm. “You can’t leave.”

      Anne swallowed hard and considered her options. She could scream, but who would hear her? Adam had brought her into what looked like a deserted back alley and then into a deserted building. She could knee him hard and bolt for the door, but if he caught her, what would he do to her?

      Maybe she was being ridiculous. Just because he had less money than she thought didn’t make him a serial killer. She’d fallen on hard times too. It’s why she’d taken the position of Babi’s caretaker. She loved Babi, but if she had the choice, she’d rather be sipping margaritas on a beach in Spain than cleaning up after an old woman.

      “Umm, you said you owned this place?”

      He nodded, a look of relief on his face as he let her go. “It was a good investment when I came to Prague, but I only moved in a few months ago.”

      Another red flag. Or was it? “Is that why you don’t have much for furniture?”

      “Uh, yes. I’ve been meaning to get more.”

      She smiled her relief. His place was sparse now, but given the size of the building, he could turn his home into a mansion. If they continued to date, maybe she could help him pick out a few pieces. All his apartment needed was a little love.

      “Do you have plans for the rest of the building?”

      He stared blankly from behind thick glasses, then turned to open the bar fridge. “Would you like a cup of coffee?”

      “Please,” she said, watching as he took out a cannister of instant coffee and some milk. Instant coffee? Ugh. She kept the thought to herself as she watched him dig out a kettle from the single cupboard, fill it with water and set it on the hot plate.

      “You said you work as an accountant for a prominent organization?” she prompted, reminding him of one of their earlier conversations. “Which one?”

      A few long seconds passed before he answered, “You wouldn’t know it.”

      She was getting frustrated by his non-answers, but reminded herself that he was a man of few words. He seemed to prefer when she took the conversational lead. With this in mind, she said, “I’m sure you’re right. I don’t know the first thing about math and I’ve never been good with numbers. It was my worst subject in school.”

      He snorted, his lips twisting in derision. “Women should leave the numbers to men. They don’t have a mind for it.”

      Anne was shocked by his attitude. Timidly, she said, “I know a woman doctor who must be very good at numbers to be able to do such a complicated job.”

      “I don’t want to talk about her!” he snapped.

      It almost sounded like he knew who Dr. Shaun Patterson was, but that was unlikely. The other woman was a newcomer to Prague and had only recently started working at the hospital. Anne must have misheard him.

      The kettle began whistling. As he moved it off the heat, he said, “I’m sorry. What I meant to say is I prefer to talk about you.” He focused on pouring the water into their cups, then offered her one.

      She took the steaming mug of instant coffee from him and followed him to the couch.

      They sat next to each other and gradually Anne relaxed. Adam was a strange and awkward man, but she could empathize. He’d been alone for a long time, his wife having died several years ago. He’d told Anne that she was his first attempt at dating since his wife passed, which made her more inclined to forgive his oddness.

      As she sipped her coffee, she gradually became aware that Adam wasn’t drinking his. The pleasant expression had fallen from his face, replaced with a sort of manic glee. He even seemed to sit up a little straighter.

      “A…Adam? Is everything okay?” Gooseflesh swept her arms as she had a premonition that something was terribly wrong. “I think I’d like to leave now.”

      He shifted closer to her, his posture almost menacing. “You can’t leave yet, Anne. I have something to tell you. I haven’t been entirely honest with you about who I am and why I’ve been seeing you.”

      “You haven’t?” Her heart raced as she stared at him, every instinct urging her to throw the coffee at him and run. “I don’t understand.”

      He removed the cup from her and set it aside, taking her hands in his. “You’ll understand soon.”
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      Leeza admired herself in the mirror, her arm twisted at her back, holding the fabric of Babi’s vintage wedding gown together. It had just arrived from the seamstress’s shop.

      The lacy cream-coloured dress, which fell to mid-calf, settled around her curves in a perfect hourglass before flaring out at her hips. The neckline was sweetheart, cutting across the top of her breasts and cupping each one. Sheer lace fabric connected the bodice to the short cap sleeves, ending at the base of her throat, giving the illusion of modesty. She turned to see what the back looked like, peering over her shoulder and admiring the row of pearl buttons that, when buttoned, would go all the way down her back.

      The dress was surprisingly sexy considering it was vintage 50s.

      It was nothing like her first wedding gown, which had been an exclusive design and had cost $40,000 US dollars. At the time, Leeza had been impressed, even a little hopeful for her future.

      What a joke. That dress had been symbolic of everything bad in her life. Another piece of the gilded cage meant to show her worth, but not who she was.

      She smirked remembering that the wedding gown would have burned alongside everything else when she set fire to the cottage.

      That was the past. The future held so much promise. She let go of the back, allowing the dress to gape open, and sat on the bed, looking at herself in the mirror.

      Did this dress symbolize who she was? She liked it much better than her last one and felt a connection to the woman who had given it to her. The warmth that Babi brought to everything in her life infused the dress as well. But it still symbolized Leeza’s lack of power in her own life.

      Another husband, another mafia organization, another boss telling her she must marry.

      She stood, shoving the dress down her hips and stepping out of the pool of fabric. She swept it up and replaced it on the hanger, zipping up the garment bag and tucking it into the closet.

      As confused as she was about her place in life, she was no longer conflicted about marrying Havel. She wanted it. Desperately. He was the prize she’d always yearned for and now he was within reach.

      Sure, they still had some things to work through, his possessive streak making the top of the list. But that mattered less than the knowledge that Havel loved her. And she loved him. They would work through their issues and become the couple they should have always been.

      Feeling excited about her upcoming nuptials, Leeza opened the bedroom door, smiling when she spotted her two favourite men on the couch, game controllers in their hands.

      “But why are they angry?” Havel asked, his expression baffled. “They’re birds. What do they have to be angry about?”

      Kris was in his pajamas and there was a bowl of popcorn sitting on the couch between the two. Without looking at Havel, Kris signed, birds have lots to be mad about. They’re very competitive and will attack each other for territory.

      Havel grinned down at Kris and Leeza’s heart twisted in response. “Hey,” she said softly from the bedroom doorway, catching Havel’s attention.

      His eyes glowed with warmth and his lips quirked in the special way they did when he liked what he saw. He’d been looking at her like that more and more often. It made her heart leap every time.

      “You guys kicking some bird butt?”

      “Kiddo is kicking bird butt. I’m doing nothing but flinging feathered assholes into a cartoon sky.”

      Leeza laughed, glancing at Kris to see if he was listening. He was fully preoccupied with the game. Havel was trying to stop swearing around his soon-to-be stepson, but he didn’t always remember. Or he didn’t even realize he was swearing. Words like ‘asshole’ were standard language around the Guard Dog office.

      Havel put his controller down and stood, stretching his arms over his head, his knuckles grazing the ceiling. “Come with me,” he said to Leeza, taking her hand. “I want to show you something.”

      “A wedding surprise?” she teased.

      He curved his hand around the back of her neck and lowered his lips to hers. She went up on her toes and wrapped her arms around his neck, deepening the kiss. Wrapping his arms around her waist, he pressed her against his rising erection.

      “You taste so fu… fudging amazing,” he muttered against her lips, glancing sideways at Kris. “Wanna ditch the kid and take this to the bedroom?”

      She laughed and reminded him, “You were showing me something?”

      He growled his displeasure but took her hand and said to Kris, “I’m taking your mother downstairs. Ayaan will stay with you. Okay, kiddo?”

      With his controller still clutched tight in one hand, he signed with the other, yes, okay.

      “Impressive that he can do that,” Havel said, ushering Leeza out the door.

      “His lazy attempts at signing?” Leeza asked with a laugh. “He started doing that when he was three so he wouldn’t have to give up his teddy bear while demanding his bedtime milk.”

      Havel chuckled and said to Ayaan who was standing in the hall, “Stay with him. We’ll be downstairs.”

      “Yes, Boss.” She stepped inside the apartment and Havel closed and locked the door behind her.

      As they waited for the elevator, Leeza asked, “Are we going to Zmatek?”

      “No.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Care to elaborate?”

      “No.”

      She punched him lightly in the arm, and he wrapped it around her, lifting her off her feet and swinging her into the elevator as the doors opened. The move was so smooth, so practiced, she almost believed they’d done it before. She melted against him as he pushed the button to the third floor, then dipped his head for a kiss.

      She was light-headed and giddy by the time they arrived at the Guard Dog offices. It was late in the day, past nine, and there were only a few people left.

      Ali looked up from his laptop as they passed the tech desk.

      “What are you working on?” Leeza asked, then realized he likely wasn’t allowed to discuss his work.

      Ali surprised her by saying, “I’m monitoring one of our teams in the field. Halil wanted an extra set of eyes on his operation and asked me to sit in while they complete a delivery for Jozef.”

      She glanced from Ali to Havel to see if Havel reacted, but his expression remained neutral as he said, “Good work. Report to me when the drop has been completed and the team is on their way back.”

      “Sure thing, Boss.”

      Havel took Leeza’s hand and pulled her into his office where he closed the door and lowered the blinds.

      “Why did he tell me about his work?” she asked bewildered.

      “You asked.”

      She swatted his arm. “You know what I mean. Why so detailed? Don’t you have rules about disclosure to non-team members?”

      Havel nodded. “Sure, but you don’t count.”

      She frowned at him. “What does that mean?”

      “Does it matter?”

      She wanted a better explanation. She had lived an alternate life as the Phantom, and as much as her short-lived alter ego had been a mistake, she’d still been effective in shaking up the Koba organization. Didn’t that merit at least some wariness when it came to trade secrets? Apparently not.

      Havel dragged her against his body, dropping his face to her neck and nuzzling her, stealing her breath and any other questions she might have had asked.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Havel growled against her flesh and she nodded helplessly, tilting her head back to give him better access to the sensitive spot. He didn’t disappoint, dipping his tongue into the hollow before nibbling a path to her ear.

      “What were you showing me?” she whispered.

      “My cock?” he answered but it sounded like a question and she giggled.

      “Is that really what you wanted to show me?”

      “Fuck yes,” he groaned, grinding his thickness against her. “But first, this.”

      He pulled away from her and she almost demanded he come back as cool air rushed over her. He knelt behind his desk and she joined him, peering into the shadows. He was opening a safe.

      “The code is 112313.”

      She sucked in a breath. If the numbers were a specific date, then if she was correct, it was the day she told him she loved him eight years ago, only a few short weeks before her world imploded in her father’s office.

      “Why are you showing me this?”

      He pulled stacks of cash in various currencies and denominations out, setting them aside before handing her a thick manilla envelope. She spilled the contents onto the carpet, picking up what looked like a passport. She flipped it open and saw an image of Kris looking back at her. What the heck?

      It was a Japanese passport.

      Shuffling through the rest she found another for herself. Same image, different name. There were more. One each for her and Kris for Spain, Canada, the United States, Russia, and Poland. She and Kris could live anywhere they wanted.

      “Where… where are yours?” She was unable to mask the vulnerability she knew he would see in her eyes. Was he letting her go? A stab of pain had her rubbing her hand over her chest.

      “If anything happens to me, you are to empty this safe. Take everything. Cash, passports, birth certificates. It’s all official and it will allow you to hide anywhere you want. Be careful with the cash. Use only what you need until you can open a bank account and start converting the rest to local currency.”

      “I’m not a complete newb, Havel. I know how to disappear,” she reminded him, glancing through the fake aliases he’d given her. “Katherine Jones. Jane Smith. Elena Ivanov. Seriously? Who came up with these names?”

      Havel knocked the passports out of her hand and gripped her arms, hauling her up to her knees until they were face-to-face. “I’m serious, lásko. If anything happens to me and Jozef can’t take care of you, you empty this safe and go.”

      She slid her arms around his neck, savoring the warmth of his body against her. “I understand and I promise. Thank you for thinking of our future safety.”

      She pulled his head down, pressing her lips to his, parting them, sinking her teeth into his bottom lip. He gripped her waist, dragging her against him, grunting as he took over the kiss.

      “We should take this upstairs,” she whispered against him as he kissed a path from her lips to her jaw, down her throat to her collarbone to rest over her nipple, biting into it through the fabric of her shirt.

      “No time,” he grunted, picking her up off the floor and lifting her onto the desk before shoving her back. He slanted his lips over hers and reached between them, shoving his hand into her leggings.

      She moaned, widening her legs as he sank his fingers into her pussy.

      “So fucking wet,” he groaned, removing his fingers to grip her leggings and panties, dragging them down her legs. He helped her to stand on wobbly legs, stepping on the crotch of her leggings and lifting her, pulling her free.

      He hefted her against him, dragging her high in his arms and holding her in place against his body with an arm banded around her. He fitted her onto his cock, pulling her down onto his steely length, her inner walls clinging to him.

      She wrapped her legs around him, riding him as he carried her to door, pushing her against it, giving him leverage to thrust harder into her. She reached up to grab hold of something, her hand swiping at the blinds, which rocked crazily against the window. She gripped Havel tighter as he pumped furiously inside her, racing toward his finish.

      Pleasure rippled through her with every stroke of his cock and she dug her nails into his back, holding on tight as he took her for the best ride of her life. It was wet, wild, and exhilarating!

      His cock grew thicker inside her and she knew he was close, his grunts getting louder and closer together. She tightened her knees against him and rocked her hips, using his pubic hair against her clit to reach her own finish.

      They came almost simultaneously, Havel gripping her so hard as he spurted his semen inside her, he pushed the last of her breath from her lungs just as her own orgasm rocked her. She would have screamed if she could, but it came out as a squeak.

      She went limp in his arms and he eased his grip, allowing a rush of air back into her constricted chest.

      “Didn’t mean for that to happen,” he mumbled, setting her away from him and striding around his desk, bending to pick up her leggings.

      She laughed as he returned to her and bent over, determined to help her into them. He knew nothing about leggings if he thought that would work. She took them from him and leaned her ass against his desk, sliding them up her legs before standing and straightening her blouse.

      To her amusement, he ran his fingers through her hair, attempting to restore some order. Apparently, he didn’t want his staff to see her sex-mussed hair. Like they somehow hadn’t noticed the blinds flying around or heard the raging good time banging around his office.

      “Ready?” Havel asked.

      “Ready.” She waited while he locked up the cash and passports and returned, taking her hand.

      Together they left the office, heading for the elevator.

      “Goodnight, Boss. Goodnight, ma’am.” Ali’s voice reached out to them, cool and professional with only the slightest hint of amusement.

      “G’night!” Leeza squeaked in embarrassment, leaping into the elevator as it arrived, dragging Havel with her.
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      Leeza’s wedding day was nothing like she expected it would be. She’d thought, given the events of the past several months, the death, the contention, the upheaval, that it would be a somber affair. She’d thought Havel would want to hurry through the ceremony and reception since he hated parties.

      Given their rocky start and his personality it was a bit strange to see him smiling and shaking hands with guests, in no hurry to rush to the ceremony. She watched with amusement as he and Jozef hugged each other hard, Havel lifting Jozef off his feet before setting him back down, both men laughing and slapping each other on the back.

      “So weird to see them like that,” Shaun murmured.

      “Someone should take a picture,” Saskia said from her place next to Leeza.

      “I think the photographer just did.” All three glanced toward the photographer who was studiously documenting everything as fast as she could.

      “I’m impressed with how quickly you threw this wedding together,” Shaun said, looking around in admiration. Zmatek had been transformed from a hopping nightclub to an elegant wedding venue dripping in silver and crystal, white lights hanging from the ceiling and draping the walls giving everything an ethereal glow. “The photographer, the caterer, the decorations. It’s stunning. I don’t know how you found the time.”

      “I didn’t,” Leeza admitted. “He did.”

      They looked at Havel.

      “Maybe he leads a secret life as a wedding planner,” Saskia quipped.

      They laughed, and Shaun said, “I’ll move so you can greet the rest of your guests.” She hugged Leeza. “You make a stunning bride.”

      Jozef took his wife’s hand and pulled her out of the receiving line.

      Havel had suggested they greet their guests before the wedding rather than after as it wasn’t going to be a huge affair. He thought it would make the event more intimate and special. Leeza suspected he also wanted to project a united front with her.

      It flew against tradition, but she was into it. She liked the way he deferred to her, placing her in a position of importance at his side. As though they were equals.

      In line, greeting the arriving guests were Saskia, Leeza, Havel, and Babi. Havel had wanted his grandmother to represent his family, though Jozef would stand up with him when they said their vows. Saskia would stand with Leeza.

      Leeza put an arm around her sister and squeezed. “You look so beautiful.” Impulsively, she kissed Saskia’s cheek, gripping her chin to hold her in place. “Thank you for being with me through this.”

      Saskia elbowed her but looked pleased. “Back off, bride. You’ll crush my dress.” Saskia had requested her bridesmaid’s gown be designed as a shorter, simpler, pinker replica of Leeza’s. She looked stunning in her 50s inspired gown with its pink satin skirt underlaid with layers of voluminous tulle. She finished the look with black lace gloves, a black tulle headpiece, and her signature combat boots.

      “Thanks for coming to my sister’s wedding,” Saskia said to Klaus, the next guest in line. Klaus had been a friend of her parents. “You’ll find booze over there.” She pointed. “Bathrooms are there.” She pointed again. “And the action is happening over there if you’d like to find your name and take a seat.” She pointed at the rows of chairs set up on the club’s dancefloor. “If you disturb this wedding in any way, you will be dragged out back and shot. Have fun!”

      Leeza shook her head and reached for Klaus’s hand, taking it in hers and squeezing.

      Noticing that Anne hadn’t arrived yet, Leeza asked Babi, “Is Anne coming?”

      Babi frowned. “She said she would be here when I last saw her. She’s been acting strange lately.”

      “Then I’m sure she’ll be here.” Leeza smiled warmly.

      They continued to greet guests until the one Leeza had been hoping to see arrived. Vasiliy Stanovich, former mob boss and rival to the Koba organization. He was also Leeza’s father. She was nervous about his attendance, and his escort didn’t make her feel better. Surrounding him were Guard Dog security specialists Halil, Cooper, Terek, and Simion.

      Despite Havel's cautionary measures and his assertion that Vasily was dangerous, Leeza was thrilled to see him and sank into his embrace when he opened his arms. His hug was warm and reassuring and she hoped that he would become a solid, loving presence in her life. Everything Krystoff Koba hadn’t been to her. He released her but kept his arm around her as he offered his hand to Havel.

      Havel shook his hand, saying, “Thank you for coming.”

      “Wouldn’t miss it,” Vasiliy replied, a mischievous twinkle in his eye. “Thank you for the escort. I appreciate the hospitality.”

      “Any time,” Havel said, his expression pleasant, though there was a hardness to his voice.

      Leeza wondered how long it would take until the two men relaxed around each other.

      Leeza hadn’t had the chance to really get to know her birth father well yet, but the little she’d observed had shown her that he was a man of his word. A man of integrity. He’d never enjoyed the life he’d been born to, the first son of an elite crime family in Kiev, but he’d done his best to fill his father’s and grandfather’s shoes. It wasn’t until he realized his heart wasn’t in it, that he’d retired to the Polish countryside and sought a more private life.

      Leeza admired him for it, though she knew the Bratva saw him as weak. It occurred to her that they might use the opportunity of her wedding as an excuse to take out a man they no longer trusted. She leaned into Havel and whispered her concern as Vasiliy moved aside.

      Havel slid his hand down her back, cupping her ass and squeezing. He bent his head, his gravelly voice a rumble as he spoke in a low voice. “We sent the Bratva an invitation with the wrong date. By the time a representative arrives, we’ll be happily married and appropriately apologetic for our mistake.”

      She’d grinned and kissed him, her hand smoothing his tie down his chest. She rarely got to see him all dressed up without his arsenal of weapons. He looked amazing in a dark grey tuxedo, tailored to show each slab of muscle. She’d bet all the stacks of cash in Havel’s safe Jozef had insisted Havel use his personal tailor. “Your attention to detail is amazing. Thank you, lásko.”

      “Leeza, it’s good to see you again.”

      Leeza turned toward the voice and found herself face-to-face with her… mother. She gasped and a wave of panic nearly overwhelmed her before she realized she wasn’t looking at her mother, but Dasha’s twin sister, Vasha.

      “I, uh, it’s good to see you too.” Leeza struggled to compose herself as she accepted her stepmother’s greeting of a kiss on each cheek. Vasha was married to Vasiliy, and though they no longer lived together as husband and wife, they kept in touch.

      As Vasha moved on to greet Havel, Leeza found herself facing her half-brother.

      “Pavel, how are you?” She took his hands in hers and kissed him on the cheek.

      He looked older than his twenty-three years, his strawberry blond hair already thinning and his stomach sticking out in a paunch. He was wearing a worn but expensive suit. Vasiliy had told her that after her attempt at taking over his business, Pavel’s interest in his father’s holdings finally peaked. Pavel turned his attention to one of the legitimate businesses, a bar in the heart of Kiev. Leeza hoped it worked out for him. She didn’t know him well and had little interest in him as a person, but he was her half-brother, and she didn’t wish him ill.

      Once the rest of the guests arrived, Leeza was escorted to Zmatek’s kitchen by Saskia and Ayaan. Though Leeza had insisted on Ayaan receiving an invite to the wedding, both Havel and Ayaan had decided she would attend as Leeza’s personal bodyguard.

      “You’ll be distracted throughout the day and need someone close,” Ayaan had argued. “And that person will be me.”

      Leeza had given in gracefully, recognizing that Ayaan was the kind of person who simply couldn’t relax her guard. Hypervigilance was part of her psyche, probably instilled in her from her early days as a child soldier in her brother’s private army.

      “You ready to do this?” Saskia asked from the door, which was open a crack so she could spy on the guests. Giggling, she added, “Klaus is flirting with Vasha who looks like she swallowed a lemon and your dad seems amused.”

      Leeza smiled but sobered quickly. “She looks like mom, doesn’t she?”

      “I believe that’s the idea behind identical twins,” Saskia said wryly. “She might look like mom, but she’s nothing like her. Vasha seems ready to faint from Klaus looking down her cleavage. Mom would’ve knocked his teeth out and dad would’ve taken him out to the Shed for some behavioral correction therapy.” As soon as the words left her lips, Saskia looked like she wanted to call them back. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that on your wedding day. Stupid tongue, always getting away from me.”

      “It’s okay.” Leeza thought about it and added, “Really, I’m fine. Krystoff may not have been my birth father, but he did raise me. And mom was… well mom. I miss them, I hate them, and I love them. It hurts to talk about them, but it hurts more not to. You know what I mean?”

      Saskia’s eyes filled with tears and she used the edge of her lace gloves to catch them before they could spill over her lashes and ruin her perfect smoky eye. “I do know what you mean.”

      Seconds later, Havel pushed open the door, which smacked Saskia in the ass sending her hurtling toward Leeza who caught her before she could tumble to the floor.

      “Sorry,” he said gruffly, helping Leeza right her sister.

      Saskia smoothed her hands down her skirt. “I hope you treat my sister better than that.” She opened the door and gave them a significant look. “I’ll be at the front of the aisle with a ring whenever you two are ready, which better be sooner rather than later. I need a drink and I think the bartender is at his post.”

      Saskia left, leaving Havel and Leeza alone.

      He reached his hand out. “You ready?”

      Leeza didn’t hesitate, placing her hand in his.

      They had agreed that they would walk down the aisle together rather than Havel waiting for her to be given away. It was symbolic of their second chance at romance. Havel was taking what he wanted and so was Leeza. They were united.

      “I’m ready.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tap, tap, tap.

      Adam absently tapped his gun against his thigh.

      He stared down at Zmatek’s facade from his borrowed office window. A few people stood on the pavement, laughing and talking before entering the club. It was too early in the day for the club to open. They weren’t customers though, they were wedding guests.

      Adam knew all about the blaspheme about to be committed. His wife was soon to marry another man. Havel Tsotsarov. According to Adam’s source, Havel had procured a divorce for Adam and Leeza so he could take her for himself.

      Adam didn’t blame the man; Leeza was a temptress. How could Havel resist the lure of her beauty, the sweet lilt of her voice, the rush of power that came with claiming a member of the Koba family? But neither could Adam allow this new marriage to stand.

      He was the only man in Leeza’s life. Now and forever.

      He’d had thoughts of entering the club like a cowboy and stealing her back, using his gun to shoot anyone who protested. It was a momentary madness that had come over him, bringing him to this spot. But he’d stopped himself from entering the club, instead going to his office across the street to watch the action.

      Havel wasn’t stupid and he was excellent at his job. There would be unbreachable security surrounding the wedding.

      Adam would have to wait until another time for his opportunity.

      As he continued to watch the comings and goings of the club, he spotted his contact. His inside person.

      Good, they would tell him everything he needed to know about the wedding. What Leeza looked like, what she said, what she ate. Was she happy? Sad? Did she miss him?

      Adam knew she was being married under duress, but he still blamed her. She’d become too powerful over the years, her beauty too much for the men around her. He’d seen bodyguard after bodyguard fall into her trap. She played innocent, like she didn’t know. But he knew she knew.

      This time, when Adam got his hands on her, he would fix her. He would make her beautiful to him alone. Then he could keep her forever without worry that she might be stolen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      “All good, Boss?” Ayaan asked from her post in the hallway of a Parisian hotel.

      Havel ignored her, pushing the door open and striding inside, kicking it shut behind him. He checked on Leeza, who was taking a bath in the luxury jetted tub. She was laying back with her head resting on the lip of the tub, bubbles teasing her breasts as they bobbed in the water, a glass of wine next to her elegant, red-tipped fingers.

      He should have a few minutes of solitude before she finished.

      Not that he wanted space from his new bride. Opposite. He couldn’t seem to keep her close enough, which was an issue. He had a job coming up in a few days that required him to lead a team into an active warzone. He needed his wits about him.

      Havel stepped out onto the balcony, using the railing to strike a match, touching it to the tip of his cigar. He’d slipped out while Leeza was preparing her bath and purchased it in the lobby. He took a draw, choking as he sucked the thick smoke into his lungs. He’d never tried one before and likely wouldn’t again. Jozef had recommended it as an alternative to cigarettes when Havel felt the urge for a puff.

      Given the noxious taste, he decided he was better off sticking with his usual stress relief of hitting something.

      Havel, Leeza and their contingent of four bodyguards left Prague a few hours after the wedding ceremony, landing in Paris by 8 PM. Havel intended to take Leeza out for a night in her favourite city, but his dick was telling him they weren’t leaving the room any time soon. He would have to dig deep for some self-control if he intended to show Leeza a good time that didn’t include keeping her in bed for the entire forty-eight-hour duration of their honeymoon. She wanted to stay longer, but he had to be on mission in four days’ time.

      He took another, slower draw of the cigar, allowing the smoke to linger in his mouth before puffing it out. Nope, still no good, but at least he wasn’t hacking up a lung.

      Leeza was driving him to smoke.

      She’d smiled her way through the wedding, even appearing enthusiastic, which was a long way from her attitude toward marriage three weeks ago. It wasn’t his new bride herself that was bothering him, but his feelings toward her. It felt like the ring on his finger unleashed something primitive in him.

      He despised having her out of his sight, couldn’t seem to keep his hands off her, and didn’t particularly care if the world burned around them so long as he got to be with her. This was a problem. What happened to the unemotional Havel of the past eight years? The Havel who could look at Leeza with cool indifference when he was in her presence.

      Before that, before her marriage to Adam, when he’d been free to admire her, he’d kept his cool better than he was now. Maybe because she’d been younger, innocent, untouched. Now she was different.

      She had a sexual awareness about her that drove him wild, while still seeming to retain the innocence of her youth. Not innocence. That wasn’t the right word. Optimism was better. Though she’d been through some rough times, she was still quick to smile and laugh or share a kind word with her bodyguards. She was devoted to her son in a way that made Havel both jealous and hopeful that she might one day shine her light of devotion on him as well.

      He took another draw of the cigar, coughed, then pitched the disgusting thing off the balcony.

      “You shouldn’t do that.” Leeza’s soft voice wrapped around him like a cocoon.

      “Smoke?”

      “That and toss it off the balcony while still lit. You could hurt someone.”

      He turned, drawing in a sharp breath at the sight of her. “Jesus fuck.”

      She smiled, leaning casually against the balcony door in a black silk bathrobe that gaped open to reveal her nudity. Her skin glowed in the soft light blanketing the city below them.

      “Fucking hell.” He couldn’t seem to get anything but profanity past his lips.

      She laughed. “You’ve seen me naked before.”

      “Not like this.” His voice was a gruff growl. “Not as my woman.”

      The laughter fell from her face as she studied him. “I think I’ve always been your woman. I’m sorry it took me so long to figure it out.”

      The easy relationship they’d been developing over the past weeks fell away and the moment became fraught with tension. It was strange to feel none of the rage that had lived inside him for so many years. He no longer blamed Leeza for marrying Adam. What choice did she have? He’d only blamed her because he couldn’t stand to look at his own actions.

      He’d allowed his pride to dictate his thoughts and feelings. He’d let her go rather than fight for her. He’d chosen not only pride, but his job, his friendship with Jozef, even Krystoff, over her. She’d been alone, forced to marry a monster and he’d turned his back on her.

      It seemed so clear now, as he drank in the nude form of his wife. She was everything to him and he’d proved himself unworthy of her love.

      He dropped to his knees in front of her, startling her. Bowing his head, he said, “I’m not a man of words and I don’t know how to tell you how sorry I am for letting you go eight years ago. The regret is… fuck… it’s crushing.”

      She lowered down to her knees in front of him, wrapping her arms around his shoulders and tucking her head against his neck. “I have regrets too, Havel, but we’re together now and it’s time to let them go.”

      He gently took her chin and raised her face to his. “How can I forgive myself for the way I’ve treated you? For not doing what I should have done to your fuck of an ex-husband the first time I saw a bruise on you.”

      The corner of her lips lifted. “Most of my bruises from the past several years have come from Crav Maga training, not Adam.”

      He gripped her arms. “I’m serious.”

      She cupped his face. “We have to let go of the past.” Her gaze grew distant. “Like Dasha and Krystoff. They despised each other for the first years of their marriage. I was old enough to remember the terrible fights they had. Then mom nearly died giving birth to Saskia and everything changed. Krystoff realized she was precious to him.”

      “Not sure I like being compared to your parents, but I get your point.” Could he forget the past? Set aside the ugly feelings of rage and jealousy every time he thought of Adam touching her. Could he forget his complicity in marrying her to a monster, his inaction, his regret?

      “You said you weren’t a man of words?” she murmured, her lips moving whisper soft against his throat as she kissed a path to his jaw. “Which means you must be a man of action.”

      “You know it, lásko.”

      “Then show me.” Her husky voice, the scent of jasmine oil clinging to her skin from her bath, the touch of her soft breasts against his chest, all sparked a voracious need in him.

      He wanted to devour her, to push her back onto the floor and take her like a beast, to imprint himself on every part of her, cage her in, make her his.

      His hands shook as he dragged her against his body, absorbing her warmth and softness. He wrapped his arms around her, crushing her to him, his lips smashing down on hers in a heated kiss.

      He spoke to her without words, his hands spanning her waist, sliding over her, touching every part of her with such desperation he knew it would never be enough. Their marriage vows broke something in him. A dam he’d created to hold back everything he felt for her.

      He realized she was fighting him for control of the kiss, climbing his torso and wrapping her arms and legs around him, clinging to him as she shoved her tongue into his mouth, battling him for supremacy.

      A bolt of lust shot straight down his spine, through his dick, pooling in his balls, turning them to stone. If he didn’t get inside his wife immediately, they would both combust.

      Standing with her, he carried her into the bedroom, her lips still clinging to his, her arms wrapped tight around his neck. He dropped onto the bed crushing Leeza beneath him, his hand going to the zip of his jeans.

      Leeza dragged her lips from his. “Take them off.”

      “No time,” he grunted, yanking the waistband of his jeans and underwear down a few inches and pulling his rock-hard cock out.

      She pushed at his chest. “It’s our wedding night, we’re not fucking with our clothes on!”

      Havel ignored her protest, lining his cock up against her dripping pussy. She was more than ready for him.

      “Goddamit, Havel!” She swung her arm underneath his jaw and jabbed her elbow into the side of his neck, thrusting her weight and forcing him onto his side. She shoved him to his back and straddled him, pinning him beneath him. Her bathrobe fell to her waist, revealing her perfect breasts. “Take your clothes off,” she growled, panting as she reached for the hem of his T-shirt.

      “I told you.” He wrapped his fingers around her wrists and anchored them over her head. “There’s no time. I want to fuck my bride and that’s what I’m gonna do.”

      He rocked her naked pussy against his cock, sliding her back and forth until she moaned and flung her head back.

      “You like that, do you, sweetheart?”

      “Mmmhmmm… ooooh.”

      He released her wrists, then reached between them, intent on impaling her on his dick.

      She was fast though, faster than he would have given her credit for. She slapped his hands out of the way and rolled to the side, coming up on her knees. “Take your clothes off, Havel.”

      “I will,” he snarled. “Later.” Lunging for her, he knocked her onto her back. Gripping her wrists again, he dragged them over her head and yanked the bathrobe out of the way. He took his cock in hand, lined himself up and slammed home. Shooting stars ignited in his head as the squeeze of her pussy sent waves of pleasure through him. “Oh fuck, I’m not gonna make it.”

      “Me either!” she gasped, biting his shoulder hard enough to make him grunt, then using her teeth to rip his T-shirt.

      In that moment, his clothes felt restrictive. She was right. He needed to be as close to her as he could get, he needed to feel her under him, no barriers.

      He pulled out of her and stood, dragging his jeans and underwear off and tearing his T-shirt from his chest.

      "What are you doing?" she gasped, propping herself up on her elbows to watch.

      "Shut up," he growled as he saw a smirk forming on her lips.

      He dropped on top of her, groaning as her hand found his cock, still slippery from her wetness. She pumped her fist up and down his length, pushing him too close to the edge.

      “Too soon,” he grunted as he dragged her hand off him. “We come together.”

      She nodded, widening her legs as he entered her.

      It was like coming home. It always would be. The tight clasp of her arms and pussy, the sound of her voice keening in his ear as she reached for her orgasm, the thundering of her heart against his as they climbed toward ecstasy together.

      She flung her head back. “Oh god!” She tensed in his arms, vibrating, her features twisted with desire, then she let go, her orgasm washing over her.

      He came then, his eyes glued to her beautiful face as she fell apart in his arms. Her spasming pussy milked him and he saw stars.

      They lay in the aftermath of their first coupling as man and wife, the cool breeze of Paris washing over them, the blanket of city lights winking below. Havel rolled onto his side, tucking Leeza against him so they could look at the magnificent view together.

      Leeza whispered something he couldn’t quite catch.

      Dipping his head, he said, “What was that?”

      She tipped her head up, her eyes awash in unshed tears. “Miluji tě, Havel.”

      He sucked in his breath. It was “I love you” in their shared birth language. She used the words not meant to be spoken often and only used between devoted lovers. Partners for life.

      He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Miluji tě, Leeza.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Havel signaled to his mission partner to cover him as he moved noiselessly to their next checkpoint. The group was split in two, Havel and Ayaan were together while Cooper and Jozef were a team. Each pair was meant to converge on their target from a different point, giving them a better chance of success as they navigated through the warzone.

      Jozef had jumped at the chance to fill in for the team when Halil, who was supposed to come with them, had broken his arm on his last mission. Jozef missed working in the field and Havel was glad to have someone with Jozef’s experience on the team. It was a win-win for everyone except Halil.

      Ayaan crouched next to Havel as they waited behind a concrete barrier for a military Jeep to pass. Other than the occasional burst of gunfire, the streets were quiet. The bulk of the fighting had occurred in the first few weeks after the military attempted a coup, its intention to overthrow the government.

      Government forces were fighting back, but they were outnumbered and outgunned. A good portion of the populace was siding with the military, having lost trust in corrupt politicians. The government was in a losing battle and the end was near.

      Which was why Havel and his team had been called in. It was their job to assist the president and his family in fleeing the country.

      Clear, he signed to Ayaan, moving to a low crouch and leading the way from their hiding spot.

      They were wearing gray fatigues, which helped them blend into a city environment, but they stood out anyway. The job was in an African country, and Havel’s pale skin and tattoos stood out like a beacon.

      With the exception of Ayaan, who was of African descent, there was not enough diversity among his field teams, Havel thought. An oversight he'd rectify when he got home.

      Havel took point as they made their way street by street. They didn’t encounter resistance until they were two blocks from their target. Bullets hit the building next to Havel, taking chunks out of the facade as he and Ayaan dove for cover.

      I’ll hold them, you go around. Havel crouched in the alleyway next to the wall of the building and returned fire, aiming for the vehicle across the street. Two men were shooting at them, one from each end of the vehicle.

      Ayann left his side and he held his position for three minutes, exchanging gunfire with the enemy. When he was positive she was in place, he stopped firing, waited for the enemy to shoot at him again before letting out a gurgling death shout.

      Havel could hear the two men muttering though they were too far away for him to make out their words. He expected one would approach to make sure he was dead, while the other would cover him.

      But, as was often the case with rebels, the men were undertrained, fighting with passion, not experience.

      One approached, but the other left himself too exposed. When his guy was nearly on top of him, a shot rang out and his partner slumped. It was Havel's signal to take out his target, which he did without further delay.

      He stood and waved at Ayaan who was standing behind the vehicle, next to the dead body of the other soldier. He joined her and they continued on wordlessly.

      They reached the entrance of the building across from the presidential palace a few minutes later and Havel nodded at Ayaan who took off her jacket, exposing a plain shirt underneath. She dropped her hat on the floor and fluffed up her hair. He watched as she took off at a jog, blending in with a crowd of protesters.

      Crouching in the building, which was deserted, Havel watched her wend her way toward the palace gates. The protesters were displaced citizens. These were the poor who had no means of leaving, nowhere to go. These were the ones most oppressed by the current regime.

      Havel was there to rescue the man they wanted to see stand trial, but it wasn’t up to him to moralize a job. Mercenaries weren’t known for their charitable tendencies.

      His satellite phone vibrated against his hip and he lifted it to read the message. Jozef and Cooper were in place.

      Good, everything was on track.

      Glancing at the time, he hid in the shadows of the doorway.

      Seconds later a series of explosions ripped through the protesters. Havel hurtled out the door, running into the crowd of panicked people who were desperately trying to flee the streets.

      He used the confusion to make his way to a street grate that Ayaan had opened next to a military vehicle, dropping into the hole in the road. Balancing on the metal bars as he reached over head to close the grate, grunting with effort. He released his hold on the bars and dropped to land next to Ayaan.

      “Those fireworks sure make a bang and lots of smoke,” she said with a grin.

      Stop talking, Havel ordered. She knew better than to use her voice when they were in a combat situation unless the situation was dire. Like all of her fingers had been blown off and she couldn’t respond with sign language. Her fingers looked fine to him.

      She looked guilty. Sorry, Boss.

      He’d have to pull her from the field and retrain her if she fucked up again. She was an excellent soldier, maybe the best he had, and he was willing to put up with more from her than he might with anyone else due to her youth and skill, but he couldn’t have her screwing up a mission because she couldn’t control herself.

      They jogged through the tunnel until they reached a bunker door where Ayaan entered a code they’d been given. Jozef and Cooper were on the other side waiting for them. The group was now directly beneath the palace.

      We heard the explosion, Cooper signed.

      It was so fucking awesome! Ayyan replied. You should’ve seen them running like chickens. They don’t even realize what hit them!

      These people have been terrorized for weeks, their loved ones dying all around them, show some fucking respect, Jozef said to Ayaan, who dropped her gleeful expression for a more somber one. Jozef shot a pointed look at Havel, you’re late.

      Havel wanted to remind Jozef that he was no longer in charge, but his respect for Jozef stopped him. Instead, he answered, we got held up on the street. Couple of rebels taking potshots.

      Jozef nodded and handed them each a white T-shirt with red crosses emblazoned across the front and back. After they replaced their jackets with the shirts, Jozef opened the hatch that would lead to the interior of the building. Havel, Ayaan and Cooper raised their weapons, preparing for resistance on the other side.

      They made their way through the palace toward the presidential suite. Each time they encountered a guard, they took out the threat. Three shots to the head, three men down. It was unfortunate, but their job was to get the president out of the palace, it didn’t matter that these people were on his side. There wasn’t time to stop and explain their mission and hope the president’s guards would agree.

      Their mission was a smash and grab. Break into the palace, take the president and his family to a safe place.

      The family suite was empty.

      Check the panic room, Havel signed to Jozef who nodded his understanding. They’d been given a blueprint of the palace, which included the escape tunnels and the president’s panic room.

      Jozef returned, nodding at Havel that he’d found the family.

      Havel spoke to the President through the screen on the wall outside the panic room. “We were sent by your brother to get you out of the country. Open the door and we’ll be on our way.”

      Of course, it wasn’t going to be that easy. The stressed president balked and why wouldn’t he? They could’ve been hired by the rebels, not his brother.

      Havel gave the President details his brother had given Havel, anticipating this moment. “You’re first pet was a dog named Chippy who died when he was run over by a taxi. Your favourite treat as a child was strawberry flavored ice. Your third-grade teacher was a woman named Martina.”

      The President still hesitated. “How do I know you didn’t torture my brother for this information?”

      Frustrated, Havel barked, “We’re leaving in two minutes. Either you come or you stay. We get paid regardless.” He raised his phone to the speaker, hit record, and said, “I need you to leave a message for your brother stating we did exactly as instructed, but you refused to leave.”

      The door to the panic room slid open and the President stepped through. He was disheveled, barefoot, wearing only a pair of sweatpants and a stained T-shirt, his hair a mess, his forehead shining with sweat. A woman and a young girl followed him though.

      The woman said something to her husband in a language Havel didn’t understand. The President replied angrily. Her eyes grew large and filled with tears as she argued with him, her soft voice an urgent plea.

      Ayaan looked at Havel. She’s pleading with him for the life of their son. The kid despises his father and refused to go into the panic room.

      “Where is he?” Havel demanded of the President. Time was precious. Very soon the military would realize no one had been injured in a rocket attack and turn their attention back to the palace.

      “He’s in the house,” the President said, shaking his head. “It doesn’t matter. He chose his side, let’s go.”

      Havel’s hands shook with the desire to snap the president’s neck for his callousness. It wasn’t like Havel to care about family politics, or any other kind of politics, but now that he was a stepfather, this man’s disregard for the life of his own son annoyed the fuck out of him.

      He gripped the President by his T-shirt and shoved him at Cooper. Take him and the others out. Follow the plan but wait the helicopter another two minutes. If I don’t make it, you leave.

      No one argued. They were used to Havel making quick decisions in the field. Jozef took point with Cooper directly behind him, leading the President, his wife and daughter back to the tunnel, Ayaan falling in behind.

      Havel glanced over the blueprint on his phone and took off at a run, hurtling toward the boy’s bedroom. He figured the kid would either be in his room or the kitchen.

      He encountered one guard on his way, who stared at him in frozen shock.  Havel grabbed the guard’s gun, tossed it away and gripped him by the head, twisting until the neck snapped, He dropped the body and moved on. Normally he would be more careful, moving slowly and checking for targets, but there was no time. He intended to be on that helicopter and the boy was going to be on it with him. The President’s brother was paying for four family members and he was getting four.

      Havel tried the kid’s door, but it was locked. He kicked in the door to find a kid, about twelve years old, standing on his bed, pointing a rifle at Havel. Havel ducked to the side as the kid pulled the trigger, burying a slug into the wall across the hall.

      Havel hurled himself at the kid, knocking the weapon aside.

      “Do you speak English?” he demanded, picking him up by his collar and dragging him back out the door.

      “Y-yes,” the boy replied, tripping over his feet as he twisted in Havel’s grip.

      “Good. Here’s what’s happening. You shut up and follow me out, you get to live.”

      “Who are you?” he asked, fear in his voice.

      Havel ignored the question. “You struggle or fall behind and I’ll snap your neck like that guy.” Havel nodded at the guard he’d taken out. “Got it?”

      The boy paled, but he nodded, rushing to keep up. Havel let go of his collar, feeling guilty about intimidating a child. The kid was probably out of his mind with fear over the explosions and gunfire, the imminent arrest of his father when the military finally made it into the palace.

      A month ago, Havel wouldn’t have felt guilt. Hell, his first plan would’ve been to knock the kid out and carry him out over his shoulder. Leeza and Kris were changing him. Havel couldn’t help but imagine how frightened Kris would be in a situation like this.

      They made it to the tunnels without incident and rushed through to the hatch leading to the street. Havel glanced at his watch. The helicopter was going to leave in twenty-seven seconds.

      Havel pulled the kid up out of the hatch, and onto the street where the chaos of a few minutes earlier was beginning to ease. They headed toward the Red Cross helicopter in the middle of the road. Ayaan was standing guard and when they reached her, she grabbed the boy and pushed him toward the open door of the helicopter.

      “Let’s go!” she shouted, then her eyes widened. “Havel, watch out!”

      What the hell was it going to take to get this woman to stop using her voice in the field?

      The warning was too late. Something smashed into his back, sending him hurtling forward. He hit the pavement and rolled, searing pain streaking through him. He was wearing his bulletproof vest under his Red Cross T-shirt, but fuck, what the hell were they doing shooting at him? It was a war crime to target medics.

      “Go!” he shouted to Ayaan.

      Her features twisted with frustration, but she disappeared inside the helicopter. Seconds later, it lifted off the ground. It was heavy with the pilot, Jozef, Cooper, Ayaan, the President and his family on board, but it would make the short distance to where the family would be moved to a boat waiting for them on the coast. From there, they would meet the President’s brother in Europe.

      Havel kept his hands where the soldiers could see them as they surrounded him, shouting angrily and pointing at the helicopter. One lifted a rocket launcher to his shoulder and Havel groaned, preparing to launch himself at the guy, but another shoved the man and pointed at a news crew setting up outside the palace gates.

      Havel might be fucked, but his team got away with their payday intact. If he had to spend some time in an African prison, so be it. It would be a vacation compared to the six-month stint he’d done in a Siberian prison camp when he was nineteen.
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      Leeza gazed out across the city of Prague from Fatima’s rooftop garden, a cup of coffee warming her hands. Oliver was preparing Kris for a trip to the museum where he would join several other home-schooled children on a class trip. She was nervous as Kris wasn’t used to being around other children and could react badly if challenged, but Oliver had assured her it would be good for him.

      The apartment was bustling with activity between Hilda packing lunches and Oliver arguing with Kris over how many toys he could bring. Leeza had slipped out and climbed the stairs to the roof to escape the noise.

      She missed Havel.

      He’d been gone for four days. He hadn’t told her anything about his mission, but she hadn’t asked. She was curious of course, but at the time had thought not knowing would be easier. Now she wasn’t so sure.

      Her worry for Havel being in the field wasn’t new. Any time Havel had gone on mission in the past, she’d felt like she’d swallowed a lead ball the size of her fist. It wouldn’t go away until she set eyes on him and knew for sure he was safe.

      She supposed now that they were married the feeling would grow stronger, maybe even unbearable. But she couldn’t ask him to stop going on missions. Maybe he would agree, but it would change him. Havel’s whole life had been this kind of work. It was all he knew and he was good at it.

      She didn’t want to change him, which meant she was going to have to find a way to live with the risk of his job if she wanted to find any peace.

      Deciding it would be better if she knew more about his mission, she left the roof and headed down to Guard Dog. Next time she would ask Havel herself, but for now, she would check in with his tech guy who was watching over the team.

      Still holding her coffee cup, she stepped off the elevator and into a surprisingly active office considering one team was out with Havel while the other was on leave until Halil’s broken arm healed. It took Leeza a few seconds to realize the activity wasn’t normal. Staff were rushing around, shouting across the room at each other, and there wasn’t a single smile or hello thrown her way.

      “What’s wrong?” she demanded of Benjamin, a relatively new hire.

      He looked uneasy. “Uh, nothing to worry about. Can I help you with something?”

      She frowned. “I’m not stupid, Benjamin. I can tell something has happened. Either spit it out or get out of my way.”

      He looked like he’d rather swallow a live grenade than tell her the truth but was saved by Ali who was rushing toward them. “Mrs. Tsotsarov,” he said, his voice grim. “It’s good to see you. Please come this way.”

      It was strange to hear herself referred to by Havel’s last name, but it filled her with warmth and a sense of purpose.

      “Talk to me,” she demanded as she followed Ali to his workspace, a bank of computer monitors, a couple of laptops, and a pad with a joystick.

      Ali didn’t hesitate, “Havel has been arrested.”

      “Where?” she asked.

      He named the country.

      She sucked in a breath. “There’s a civil war happening there, right?” It had been all over the news and though Leeza had been preoccupied with the wedding and setting up home, she’d caught bits and pieces of the violent military takeover. At Ali’s nod, she continued, “So he was either hired by the military as an extra gun, or he was hired to get the President out of the country. Which is it?”

      “The second.”

      “Which means the military has him.” The lead ball in her stomach got bigger. This was bad. A mercenary captured by the wrong side in a country experiencing civil war was easily sacrificed. Havel might already be dead.

      Bile rose in her throat, but she swallowed it. "I want to know everything." To her ears she sounded calm and collected, even though she was dying inside.

      She pulled up a chair and sat, placing her coffee cup on the corner of his desk. She was going to help plan Havel’s escape. She had the skills, the background, and the ability to do this. She’d been born to it.

      “Right…” He tapped on his keyboard and a set of images appeared across the screens in front of them. “These are satellite images for the closest military encampment to the city. They were taken an hour ago.” He pointed at the blurred image of several people surrounding the fuzzy image of a bigger person.

      “Havel,” she breathed.

      “I think so.”

      They had proof he was taken alive! “Where’s the rest of the team? I assume they’re safe?”

      He nodded. “Jozef contacted us. They made it out of the country with the President and his family. Everyone is safe and unharmed, but they were attacked while leaving and Havel was picked up. He was shot in the back, but he was wearing a vest so he should be okay.”

      She heard the hint of worry in Ali’s voice. Bulletproof vests weren’t infallible. A bullet could find its way underneath or through if it was powerful enough. The impact could’ve broken Havel’s ribs. They wouldn’t know for sure if he was okay until they set eyes on him.

      “Who’s in charge of the military?”

      Ali brought a picture and bio up on his monitor. “Jean-Pierre Mbengue. Military General. He’s been running the army there for over a decade, playing nice with the palace until now. Apparently he grew tired of the President’s foreign policy of exchanging resources for money and keeping the money for himself.”

      “I’ve heard of him,” Leeza said staring at the screen.

      “You have?” Ali looked surprised.

      She nodded. “When I was the Phantom I tried to scoop an arms contract Krystoff was vying for. I’ve never met Mbengue myself, but I know of his reputation for brutality. If he’s worked with the Kobas before then he probably knows Havel.”

      “That’s worse for Havel,” Ali said grimly.

      Mbengue would know Havel was a mercenary and it wouldn’t take him long to figure out why Havel was in the country. Havel’s actions would be seen as treasonous to the General who might decide to make an example of the foreigner to discourage others from entering the country to fight on the other side.

      “Let me guess,” she said. “Jozef is planning on going in after him.”

      “Yes. He was forced to leave Havel behind so they could complete the mission. Now that the President is safe, he intends to go back.”

      “What’s his plan?”

      “Smash and grab.”

      “Of course.” She sighed and rubbed her temples, closing her eyes to think.

      It wasn’t going to work, or if it did, there would be casualties. Jozef only had Ayaan and Cooper with him. Though all three were incredible in the field, they would be up against an army and Havel was being held in the jail, which would be the most secure building in the compound.

      Why was it always smash and grab with these guys? If there was one thing she’d learned during her time as the Phantom, it was how to use finesse to get her way. She hadn’t needed to intimidate anyone or use violence. She opened her eyes. “I have a plan. Give me the satellite phone.”

      Without hesitation, Ali handed it to her.

      She found Jozef’s call sign ‘Guard Dog’ in the contacts and called him.

      Someone picked up and when no one spoke, she figured she got the person she was looking for, then he texted.

      
        
          
            
              
        What do you want?

      

      

      

      

      

      A momentary pause, then,

      
        
          
            
              
        Leeza, they have Havel.

      

      

      

      

      

      “I know. It’s why I’m calling. I have a plan for Havel’s extraction, but I need to be there on the ground for it.” She waited breathlessly for the verdict. She got what she'd expected.

      
        
          
            
              
        No fucking way. You are not putting yourself in harm's way.

      

      

      

      

      

      She paused, her mind nimbly working. "You can't say 'no' to me. I don't work for you. Besides, I have a bigger stake in this than you do. What if it were Shaun in trouble? Would you sit idly by letting others get her back?"

      
        
          
            
              
        Not the fucking point, Leeza. It's too dangerous.

      

      

      

      

      

      She pulled out her trump card. "I think you're missing my point, Jozef. I'm going to do it with or without your approval." She pulled in a shaky breath. "I'd rather have your approval and support."

      A minute ticked by, then Jozef texted,

      
        
          
            
              
        Do it, then. What do you need?

      

      

      

      

      

      Yes! “Since you have the jet, I’ll need an airplane and I need Ayaan. She can meet me…”

      They continued to plan, Leeza speaking while Jozef texted her instructions. Ali was in the background working on the details, making sure everything was ready for Leeza’s departure.

      She was going to fly into a war zone and rescue her husband.

      After the details had been hammered out, Leeza got to her feet. “I need to change.”

      “There’s a driver out front to take you to the plane as soon as you’re ready.”

      Leeza touched Ali’s shoulder. “Thank you for your help.”

      Though his expression was still troubled, his gaze softened. “Do me a favour? When you get the boss back, don’t tell him my part in this. He’d going to murder everyone complicit in you stepping foot in that country.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Havel had been in the prison for over a day when the General came to see him. He’d heard the name, one of the few words he recognized when his captors spoke. Havel knew the man.

      Jean-Pierre Mbengue.

      Havel and Jozef had provided the General with weapons in the past and had even taken a contract to clear out a rebel group holed up in the southern part of the country. The General was good for an infusion of cash, but otherwise Havel despised the man.

      He was self-important, arrogant, and narcissistic in a way that made Havel want to snap his neck every time they met. Granted the things Havel hated about the man were common characteristics among the type of people who hired mercenaries, but this guy was worse than the others. He was needlessly cruel.

      The General stood aside as his soldier unlocked Havel’s jail cell. The two men studied each other.

      “So, it is you,” Mbengue’s voice boomed throughout the building they were holding him in. “My old friend, Havel Tsotsarov. We find ourselves on opposing sides. Such a pity.”

      No fewer than seven men surrounded Havel as the General stepped up to him. Havel waited in silence as the General circled him, as if sizing up his prey. The move was ineffective. Havel had been in worse situations with men much more menacing that this man would ever be.

      “What gives you the right to come into my country and steal my prize?” Iron infused the General’s tone, any joviality gone. “You were very stupid to allow yourself to get caught.”

      “It’s not your country,” Havel grunted. “It belongs to the people. Or isn’t that the bullshit you’re trying to sell the ignorant locals?”

      Mbengue roared and lifted the butt of his rifle, driving it into Havel’s abdomen.

      Havel remained on his feet, unmoved by the hit. It would’ve sent anyone else to their knees, but he couldn’t show weakness here. He needed these men wary of him.

      He figured Mbengue would be planning a public execution to show the world what he was willing to do about foreign interference.

      He had no doubt his team was coming for him, but they might not make it in time. Mbengue was not a patient man. He would want to show the world his strength in the most gruesome way possible as soon as he possibly could.

      Echoing Havel’s thoughts, the General said, “You will be beheaded at sunrise for the crime of removing the President from our country before he could be judged by his people.” Sadistic pleasure lit the General’s eyes.

      Havel held his ground, showing no reaction to the General’s announcement. By the light leaking into the prison, Havel thought it was late evening, which meant sunrise was in eight to ten hours. That wasn’t a lot of time.

      Havel’s tone was bored when he said, “You don’t want to align yourself with extremists. The world won’t take you seriously when it comes time to form a new government. You should go with a firing squad.”

      Havel didn’t care how they planned on executing him because he wasn’t going to be there for it, but he wanted to get in the General’s head. Fuck with the man, maybe buy himself more time.

      The General shook his head. “A beheading will tell outside forces they must take us seriously. Any foreign soldiers who step foot in my country will die the same way.”

      Havel stayed silent. There was no point in talking. Mbengue had made up his mind. The man seemed even more convinced of his own power than he had last time Havel worked for him.

      “I will return for you before sunrise.” The General stepped out of Havel’s cell and his soldiers followed. “I will handle the execution myself.”

      Another mistake. Leaders delegated their beheadings; they didn’t get their hands dirty. Mbengue’s coup would eventually fail and he would die. But first he would cause untold damage to his home country and the people within it.

      “Do I get a last meal?” Maybe he could get his hands on a fork. So far, his captors had been diligent in making sure Havel didn’t have access to anything weapon related. They’d stripped him, finding an armory of weapons strapped to his body.

      A knife on each thigh and one in his boot. Two holstered guns under his arms and another in his boot. A half dozen grenades, two pipe bombs, a taser, a lock picking kit, and a switchblade.

      He hoped he could get his weapons back, but he didn’t know where they were being kept. After stripping him, they’d allowed him his fatigues back and a borrowed T-shirt. He supposed it wasn’t good optics to behead a man in a medic uniform.

      He sat on the single wooden chair in his cell. There was nothing else, not even a toilet. He’d had to piss in the corner, the dark stain in the dirt and the strong smell telling him other prisoners had done the same.

      He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. God damn, he was tired. The adrenalin of the job and his capture had worn off and exhaustion was making his head fuzzy. He needed to wake the fuck up if he was going to have half a chance of escaping.

      A few hours later, he’d come up with a semi decent plan that he figured gave him a thirty percent chance of getting out alive. Fifty, if his team arrived in time to help, though he couldn’t count on them.

      He knew without a doubt that Jozef would be on his way back to pick him up, but he would’ve taken the President and his family to safety first. Mission protocol. Secure the package first because they were the pay day and Guard Dog Securities was a business. Businesses had to make money.

      Havel’s plan was a simple one. Call for a guard, ask for some water. When the guard opened the door, Havel would snap his neck and take his weapon, shooting the other guards nearby. He would then take their weapons, find a hostage to use as a shield and then get himself to the nearest vehicle.

      He stood, ready to enact his plan when he heard a voice outside of the prison. His blood ran cold and his knees nearly gave out as he recognized it. What the fuck was she doing here?

      “I don’t care what time it is, you get him out of bed right now.” Her voice sounded cold, in control, and angry. “A message was sent hours ago. He should have greeted me with the prisoner at the gate. Fetch General Mbengue now or I’ll have your heads.”

      Motherfucker. Not only was she in one of the most dangerous places on the planet, but she was demanding an audience with a warmongering General, a man who was a known murderer, torturer, and rapist.

      She was going to die if Havel didn’t find a way to get her the fuck out of there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Havel gripped the bars of his prison cell and shook them, but they were solid.

      “Hey!” he shouted, trying to get someone’s attention. When he was ignored, he tried again. “Get the fuck in here!”

      He was left to pace his cell like an angry tiger. If he could tear the thing apart with his bare hands he would, but he’d already tried it when he was first brought to the camp.

      After ten minutes of waiting without hearing her voice again, terror set in. Fuck, this was bad. What was she doing out there? He was going to fucking murder everyone complicit in bringing her to this camp, starting with Jozef. His brother in arms had to be part of this insane plan.

      If Mbengue associated her with Havel, her head would go on the chopping block alongside his. She wouldn’t be spared. She was a foreign operator in a hostile country during a military coup.

      He was about to start shouting again when he finally heard her voice. His relief was short-lived when he realized she was speaking with Mbengue. Her tone was sharp, which served to heighten Havel’s anxiety. What was she doing speaking to the General like he was a pesky nuisance? The man was a narcissist, he jailed people who didn’t agree with him.

      The flap was shoved aside and the tent filled with people. Havel's eyes zeroed in on Leeza, checking her out, making sure she was unharmed. A state that could change at any moment.

      Leeza was dressed like a businesswoman. She wore a knee-length black skirt, a matching blazer and heels that put her at the same height as the general.

      On her face was a pair of glasses that gave her a bookish look and her hair was pulled into a sleek knot at the back of her head.

      It took Havel seconds to realize what she was doing and the danger in the plan took his breath away.

      She barely glanced at him as she raised a satellite phone to her mouth. “I have visual confirmation that the prisoner is in good health. How shall I proceed?”

      Havel’s gaze dropped to the identification badge nestled between Leeza’s breasts, but he couldn’t make it out.

      “Proceed with the prisoner transfer,” a voice came from her phone. The deep rumble was familiar, but Havel couldn’t place it. Fuck, he hated being out of the loop.

      If he was able to get Leeza safely out of the military camp he was going to rampage until he had everyone responsible for this, including whoever belonged to the voice on the phone.

      Leeza turned to Mbengue, giving him an apologetic look. “The Chief Superintendent has made it clear that we are to apprehend your prisoner.”

      Mbengue shook his head. “Interpol has no jurisdiction in my country. I have plans for this prisoner that cannot be reversed. An example must be made.”

      So, she was pretending to be Interpol. A dangerous game as it would take nothing to confirm her identity.

      Leeza’s lips twisted in commiseration. “I understand, General, but it is of vital importance that I take this man into custody. He has information about one of Europe’s most prolific criminal organizations. How can we make this work for you?”

      She was negotiating with the General? Motherfucker, Havel was going to lock her in a closet when they got home and throw away the key.

      Yet, Mbengue seemed to believe she was who she said she was, his gaze crawling up and down her body as he considered her words.

      Havel had to admit that the plan, whatever it entailed, wasn’t entirely stupid. Leeza’s outfit was clever; eye-catching and flattering while still conservative enough to give her an official look.

      “This man took something that belonged to me. If I can’t execute the President, then I will execute the man who took him.”

      “I understand your dilemma,” Leeza said softly, gazing at the General like he was the only man on the planet, moving a little closer to him until her chest brushed his arm. “We know you’re at a critical junction in this political movement and the loss of the President will affect your ability to govern. What if we can reach some kind of deal?”

      Now that Havel was calmer, he moved his gaze from his wife and let it linger on the others in the room. There were seven soldiers, four belonging to the General and three in a uniform Havel recognized as Interpol police, one of whom was Ayaan. When he caught her attention, he narrowed his eyes at her, promising retribution when they got home. Of course she was part of whatever insane plan his wife had come up with. She was almost never apart from Leeza these days. He’d have to ensure their friendship ended after this stunt.

      “What kind of deal?” Mbengue demanded, his hand creeping up Leeza’s back as though the deal she was talking about might be sexual.

      “An exchange of prisoners,” she said, smiling at the General and moving closer. “We picked up your president along with the other mercenaries when they landed in Europe. If you give me Havel Tsotsarov, then we will give you the President.”

      The General looked surprised, dropping his hand from Leeza’s waist as he paced away from her before turning back. “Do you really have the President in custody? Since when does Interpol agree to a prisoner exchange?”

      They didn’t, which was what made this plan insane, yet Leeza didn’t bat an eye as she continued to sell her story. “Of course we do,” she said briskly, “but the optics on hostage negotiation and exchanges aren’t great, so we don’t advertise it when we’re forced to do it.” She held up her phone, showing it to Mbengue. “An image of your president in our custody.”

      Mbengue approached her again, running a finger down her arm as though there weren’t eight other people in the room. “And this is your job? Negotiation?”

      She smiled brightly. “Indeed, it is.”

      “Which is why my people can’t find a trace of you in Interpol’s database?” The words were spoken in a gotcha tone that made Havel’s blood freeze. Mbengue was playing with her.

      Watching them spar was like watching a high stakes poker game that would end in the death of the loser.

      Yet, again, Leeza didn’t blink. Her features twisted in scorn. “I’m the person who’s sent into situations like this to make deals of the kind that aren’t necessarily legal. Of course an international policing organization isn’t going to make me their poster girl.” She tapped a long, red-tinted nail against her ID badge and continued, “You cannot possibly believe my name is actually Jane Smith. I’m French, not American.” Havel winced. It was one of the names he’d used for her fake passports. Not only was she pulling a dangerous stunt, but she was mocking him at the same time. “You will find me in Interpol’s directory under the name Christine Grenier.”

      Mbengue nodded to one of his men, who left to check her identity. Havel had to admit, she’d thought of all contingencies. She’d probably jumped on the directory and found a woman who held a passing resemblance to her. She wouldn’t have even needed to hack the database.

      When the soldier came back, he confirmed her identity and Mbengue looked pleased. “So, Interpol wants to become involved in my affairs.”

      “We do,” she agreed.

      “And if they’re willing to hand over the President, then they must approve of my takeover of this corrupt government.”

      This time it was the man on the phone who responded. “We cannot give our public approval, but behind closed doors we will say that we are not unhappy with the removal of your president from power.”

      Havel finally recognized the voice.

      Radik.

      They’d fucking pulled Radik into this insane plan. He’d like to know how they brought the giant warlord on board since the man despised the entire Koba organization and their associates for turning his sister into a mercenary. The only way Radik would have agreed was if they’d promised him something big in return.

      God damn heads were gonna role when he was finally let out of the cage.

      The General announced, “Yes, okay, I’ll do it. I’ll exchange this man for the President.”

      Leeza beamed at him, squeezing his bicep in a way that made Havel want to rip the General’s arm off and spank her with it before beating the General to death.

      She frowned, her delicate brows lowering in concern. “The exchange must be made tonight, under cover of darkness and with a minimum of people involved. We can’t have it get out that Interpol is interfering with a political movement in a country outside of Europe.”

      “Of course,” the General agreed. “You may take the prisoner tonight. I will send several of my people with you and once you hand over the President, we will allow you to leave the country.”

      She shook her head, her eyes luminous as she gazed at the General. “It’s imperative we keep Interpol’s presence here a secret. The more people accompanying us, the more likely it is that word will get out. What if I take the prisoner, two of your people and one of mine for protection, and the rest stay behind.”

      The General was frowning as he listened, but he didn’t interrupt.

      “Then I’ll come back personally with the President to ensure a smooth transition into your custody.”

      Mbengue nodded, the part of her plan that brought her back into his camp appealing to him.

      Havel thought he understood what she was up to. Two of Mbengue’s men would be much easier to take out than a contingent. She would leave Radik’s men behind. Men who were familiar with the terrain and the language. Men who blended in and could easily leave the camp without getting caught.

      Though he still intended to strangle her, he had to admit the plan was good. And apparently Mbengue agreed because a few minutes later, with a minimum of fuss, Havel was sitting in the back of a jeep, a Mbengue soldier on either side of him, Ayaan in the driver’s seat and Leeza in the passenger seat.

      They travelled for over an hour, mostly in silence, passing easily through two checkpoints, Mbengue’s soldiers recognizing their own in the vehicle. Havel had to admit that Leeza’s plan was beyond good. It was brilliant.

      She’d walked into a military camp during a coup and extracted a prisoner without a single shot being fired. She’d used the General’s vanity and pride against him. He had an eye for good-looking, powerful women, and he believed Interpol’s interest in him meant he had Europe on his side as he waged war.

      They arrived at a small airfield where a plane was waiting for them. Havel recognized Jozef, Cooper and Radik. Radik’s presence had Havel tensing, but the fact that he was standing next to Jozef, who looked unharmed, lowered Havel’s blood pressure slightly.

      Rage still gripped him as the group left the jeep and walked toward the airplane. He’d spent an hour sitting two feet away from his new bride, her jasmine scented oil teasing his nostrils. He couldn’t ask her what the hell was going on, couldn’t shout at her for putting herself in harm’s way, couldn’t touch, lick, and fuck her the way he needed.

      He was ready to rip heads off until he got some answers.

      In fact, why wait?

      He turned to the soldier on his right side, one of Mbengue’s men, gripped him by the head and twisted until a satisfying crack announced a job well done. He turned to the second soldier who was lifting his weapon to mount a defense, grabbed the gun and yanked it away.

      He sent the full force of his fist into the other man’s face, crushing bone and dropping him, a gurgling scream coming from his shattered mouth. Havel lifted his boot and stomped, crushing the man’s skull.

      Ayaan dragged Leeza away, shoving her behind her.

      It wasn’t enough.

      Havel had his sights set on one thing. His wife.

      He shoved Ayaan hard enough to send her to the ground, eliciting a growl of rage from Radik who charged toward them to defend his sister.

      Ignoring everyone and everything except Leeza, he pressed her against the jeep, his body covering hers.

      He wanted to shout at her that she was an idiot, that he was going to lock her up forever, but she ran her hands up his arms and locked them at the back of his neck, resting her head on his chest.

      “I missed you.” Her husky voice sent a bolt of lust straight to his balls.

      “What were you thinking?” he growled at her, but the bite he’d intended to use wasn’t there and clearly she wasn’t intimidated as she went up onto her toes and pressed her lips against his.

      Their kiss ended abruptly as a hand slammed down on Havel’s shoulder and he was spun around, his face meeting Radik’s fist.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY

          

        

      

    

    
      The stiff lines of Havel’s body told the story of his blazing anger. After Jozef and Ayaan had pulled him and Radik apart, he’d stormed onto the airplane, shouted at Jozef who listened without defending himself, pointed at Ayaan and said, “You’re fired.”

      It had been Ayaan’s idea to pull her brother in for added security while they mounted a rescue in a hostile region. It had been a calculated risk as Radik had been itching for a fight with the Guard Dog mercenaries and had used Havel’s rough handling of his sister as an excuse to punch someone. Still, the end result was Havel on the plane flying back to Prague and Leeza couldn’t argue with results.

      After chewing them out, Havel had lapsed into silence for the rest of the flight. Leeza suspected he was waiting until someplace more private before he unleashed on her, and she was right.

      “Where’s Kris?” Havel demanded the moment they stepped foot in their apartment.

      “He’s with Shaun and Fatima at the mansion.” Though he was a towering wall of fury, her body was responding to him. The way he looked in his fatigues, the scent of his sweat, the growth of bristles dusting his jaw.

      “Good,” he snarled, “because the kid doesn’t need to hear this.”

      Havel was right, Kris didn’t need to hear what was about to happen, but not because they were going to scream at each other. Or at least not in anger.

      As Havel started toward her, his intent clearly one of aggression, she ran at him, launching herself into his arms and wrapping her legs around his waist, hoping he wouldn’t let her fall on her ass.

      His arms tightened around her as he stared at her in surprise. “What the fuck…?”

      She dragged his head down and shoved her tongue into his mouth to announce her intentions. She wanted to fuck him and she wanted it right now.

      Havel groaned, his hand coming up to grip the back of her neck so he could slant his lips across hers, gaining deeper access. He turned her toward the dining room table and sat her on top. “We’re talking about you waltzing into a warzone like it was teatime,” he growled.

      “Later,” she said, her nimble fingers raced down his front, shoving buttons through holes and then pushing his jacket over his shoulders.

      He shrugged it off, letting it fall to the floor. Gripping her hips, he pulled her ass to the edge of the table, forcing her to feel the steel of his cock. “Later,” he agreed, shoving her skirt up her thighs and gripping the soaking crotch of her panties. “Fuck, you’re so fucking wet for me.” The fabric bit into her thighs as he tore them from her, making her yelp. “You deserve that and more for taking ten years off my life.”

      The memory of walking into the General’s camp washed over her. The adrenalin as she negotiated with a man who held their lives at his fingertips. The rush of walking away with Havel as her prize.

      Havel guessed where her thoughts had wandered to. “You liked playing Interpol with Mbengue, didn’t you?”

      “It felt good taking away some of his power,” she admitted. “Taking what I wanted from him.”

      Havel reached between them, unbuttoning and unzipping his fatigues before dragging out his thick, heavy cock. “You lied to him,” Havel grunted, lining himself against her dripping core before slamming into her. He shoved her back onto the table, coming down on top of her, her knees gripping him. “You better not ever fucking lie to me the way you lied to him.”

      She gasped as he bottomed out, the fit tight, her g-spot lighting it up. “I never would,” she promised.

      He pulled his cock out of her, spun her around until her head hung off the side of the table, then shoved himself into her mouth. Though he was no longer filling her pussy, it ached with pleasure as he used her mouth and throat. She slid her fingers down her body, sinking them into her slippery cunt, massaging while he grunted above her.

      “When I saw you wearing that tight skirt and those heels, I wanted to tear that place apart. I wanted to strangle and fuck you at the same time.” He did just that, strangling her throat while stroking his cock in and out. “You’re lucky I don’t lock you up until you’re too old to pull a stunt like this.”

      She grinned, her lips stretching around his cock. He’d forgiven her. Despite his rough handling, she sensed the anger diminishing. His rescue didn’t happen the way he wanted, but he couldn’t argue with the results. Well, he could, and he would, but she knew he’d come around.

      Her operation had gone off flawlessly and if there was one thing Havel could appreciate, it was good field work.

      His cock flared in her mouth, filling her until she couldn’t take anymore. She thought he was about to come, but he pulled out and spun her around again until she was facing him, her back pressed against the table. Dragging her hips to the edge, he shoved three thick fingers inside her, fucking her with them while he jacked himself.

      She moaned and gripped the table, anchoring herself and lifting her hips to meet the thrust of his fingers. The feeling of fullness inside her increased as he added a finger, stretching her, creating an unbearable pressure inside her. She felt like she would die if it didn’t release.

      “Havel!” she keened, gripping the table so hard her knuckles ached.

      “Come for me, lásko.” His voice was like the rush of water over gravel, strained, harsh, but also soothing.

      She screamed her orgasm, her head flung back, her hips rocking against him. Hot jets of semen splashed across her pussy, belly, and breasts.

      “Motherfucker,” Havel groaned, his knees collapsing as he dropped to the floor, his hand slipping from her. He was face to face with her pussy. “Motherfucker,” he said again, but this time in wonder.

      She knew what was coming and tried to roll off the table before he could grab her, but he was faster. He grabbed her thighs and held her in place, his rock-hard biceps tightening around her.

      He dove face first into her wet pussy, licking her with long, hungry strokes, his groans vibrating her from the inside.

      “Oh god, oh god, oh god!” she chanted, hanging onto the table as he forced her body into another orgasm.

      He grunted, nipping her thigh before licking her from ass to clit.

      “Havel!” she shrieked.

      He shoved his fingers back inside her, latched onto her clit and sucked so hard she saw stars. She moaned, shouted and begged, but he had no mercy for her. She felt his finger probing her ass, using the slippery lubrication from her pussy to ease his way as he pushed it inside her.

      “Fuck!” It felt so good!

      “Come for me, sweetheart, do it now.”

      It was a magical command that sent her straight into the stratosphere. She thrashed on top of the table, felt the gush of wetness between her thighs, felt Havel’s head where she tightened her legs around him, smothering him with her pleasure.

      After her orgasm, she flopped on the table, her arms and legs limp. She shivered at the way he’d filled her up, stretched her wide, made her burn and left her aching for more.

      Havel stood, his gaze devouring every inch of her, from her sopping pussy, to the cum all over her belly, to the shirt and bra he’d shoved up to expose her breasts. “Fuck, you’re gorgeous.”

      She mumbled, “You too.”

      He chuckled and lifted her from the table, cradling her in his arms as he carried her through the apartment, entering the bedroom and going straight to the ensuite. Setting her down on the counter, he turned to run the bath.

      “Are we going to take another bath together?” She snickered, remembering their last bath.

      “No, this one’s for you. I’ll take the shower. We need to get some sleep and if I have to sit in that tub with your ass wiggling around on top of me, we’ll never get to bed.” His expression sobered. “You scared the life out of me today.”

      She understood. She felt the same way when she heard he was arrested. “I’m sorry I upset you.”

      “But you’re not sorry you did it.” His tone hardened.

      She sat next to him on the edge of the tub. “I’m not sorry I did it because I would do it again. I will never be able to sit idle at home if I know you’re in trouble.”

      “Next time you won’t know because you’ll no longer have access to Guard Dog or any of the employees besides the bodyguards I assign to you.” His face was implacable, his tone final, but she wasn’t going to let him decide her fate with so little thought.

      “Is that what you really want? Me in the dark while you put your life in danger.”

      “No, it’s not,” he readily admitted. “I want to be honest with you about my job, but you’ve shown me I can’t.”

      “Why?” she demanded, standing to face him, hands on her hips. “Because I leapt into action as soon as I found out you were in trouble? Or is it because I came up with an excellent extraction plan that left everyone alive except those two guys you took out at the airplane, which wasn’t part of my plan. I know you well enough to know that my actions would have earned anyone else a place on your team.”

      “Is that what you want?” Havel asked, his brows lowering. “A place on my team?” The tone of his voice told her it was a pipe dream, but the fact that the conversation was still going gave her hope.

      “Why not? I’m good at this kind of work.” She spoke passionately, the same words she’d longed to say to her stepfather when he refused to see that she could contribute more to the Koba organization than an advantageous marriage. “I’ve never been happy with keeping house. I love my son, and enjoy spending time with him, but not all day, every day. I need to do something, and we have a business right here in this building that I can easily contribute to.”

      His lips twitched and she could tell she was weakening his resolve. “We have a business, do we?”

      She shrugged, smirking at him. “We’re married now. I figure it’s half mine.”

      “What would you do for Guard Dog?”

      “Whatever you have the rookies doing,” she said quickly, seizing on the opportunity to do her dream job. “I’ll work my way up from the bottom. I’ll do small jobs. The easy, less dangerous ones until you know for sure I can handle myself in the field.”

      He studied her, his desire to give her what she desperately wanted clashing with his compulsive need to keep her safe. “Not sure I’ll ever be willing to put you in the field.”

      “I don’t care,” she said quickly. “Just let me help and I’ll prove to you I can do it. I’ll be your office administrator to start. I’ll take over HR. Whatever you want me to do. It’ll free up your time for more important things if you don’t have to be the guy who restocks the photocopier.”

      She knew she had him. Havel hated the kind of small jobs she was describing.

      “Okay,” he grunted, scooping her up and depositing her in the tub. He gave her an intimidating stare. “You can add working with the team on operations planning to the list, but ignore my orders even once and I’ll bruise that ass before firing it.”

      “Deal.” She grinned, grabbed his head and kissed him hard. “My first task as head of HR is going to be to rehire Ayaan. I can’t believe you fired my bodyguard!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you listening to me?” Havel demanded.

      It had been three weeks since Leeza started working for Guard Dog Securities and she was about to take her first day off. Not that she wanted to, but Havel insisted. She loved working there so much she brought work home in the evenings. If she could bring Kris to the office with her, she would never leave, but Guard Dog wasn’t the best place for a child to hang out. The guys were rough and there were weapons everywhere.

      Leeza sighed and shoved her Gucci sunglasses onto her head. “You said I should keep eyes on all three of my bodyguards and I should give them time to secure all entrances to all buildings before we enter.” She resisted the urge to roll her eyes at his overprotectiveness, but if he thought she wasn’t taking him seriously then he’d never let her leave the building. “I don’t understand why I have to have them anymore. You said I was good in the boxing ring and I’ve learned so much. I’m practically a bodyguard already.”

      Ayaan snorted from next to Leeza, prompting Leeza to glare at her. “You want to try me?”

      Havel tapped Leeza’s forehead, catching her attention. “That attitude’s the reason you still need bodyguards. Too fucking cocky.”

      “Havel!” she said sharply, looking pointedly at Kris.

      Havel gripped her by the waist and dragged her to him, bending to catch her lips, kissing her in a way that promised more for later. He let her go, caressing her ass as she walked away from him.

      A sigh left her lips as she, Ayaan and Kris stepped onto the elevator.

      “Gross,” Ayaan said.

      Fucking cocky, fucking cocky, fucking cocky, Kris signed.

      Ayaan burst out laughing and Leeza smothered a smile while she admonished her son. You should not repeat Havel’s bad language, baby. Teach him some better words instead.

      Kris grinned. Fucking cocky means he was calling you arrogant, right mom?

      She smiled proudly at her intelligent son. It does indeed and you should tell him that because he’s just as arrogant as I am, if not more.

      Ayaan was laughing so hard that when the elevator arrived on the ground floor, she was choking. Leeza slapped her hard on the back, shoving her out of the elevator. “Get it together, bodyguard. You have to work your way back into Havel’s good graces, so you better start being more serious.”

      Ayaan sobered. “How is it that your stupid plan to rescue Havel landed me in hot water but you got a job out of it?”

      Making sure her son wasn’t listening, Leeza answered, “It’s because I’m banging the boss which makes him happy. You don’t do much to stay on his good side.” They approached Simion and Cooper who would accompany them.

      “The only good side he has belongs to you,” Ayaan muttered checking her gun before holstering it under her jacket.

      The first thing on Leeza’s list of errands was a trip to the supply shop where she spent a delightful hour choosing office supplies for Guard Dog and paying for them with the company credit card. It felt so official and businessy that a thrill went through Leeza when the salesperson handed her back the card and a receipt. This was exactly what she was meant to be doing with her life. Well, not necessarily shopping for office supplies, but helping Havel run his business.

      While they were shopping, she helped Kris pick out a package of pencil crayons and a children’s paleontology set.

      “Where to next?” Ayaan asked. “Lunch?”

      Leeza checked the time. “I’m meeting Anne for lunch in the market square in fifteen minutes.”

      Ayaan frowned but didn’t reply. Ayaan had never warmed up to Anne. Where Ayaan was vibrant and confident, Anne was quiet and insecure. Ayaan had told Leeza that she thought Anne had a crush on Havel and, while Leeza suspected the same thing, she saw no ill-intent in Anne’s desire to get to know Leeza better.

      “Be nice to her,” Leeza said as they made their way to the market. Catching sight of Anne, Leeza waved. “She could use some friends.”

      “If you start picking up strays, I’ll ask to be moved from your bodyguard detail.”

      “Try it,” Leeza countered. “Havel’s still annoyed at you. You’ll find yourself scrubbing toilets at Guard Dog and I’ve seen how much those guys can eat.”

      “That’s disgusting.”

      Because they poop a lot, Kris clarified.

      “Thanks,” Ayaan said, wrinkling her nose.

      Anne approached their small party, her eyes flicking to Cooper and Simion who were following Leeza and Kris at a distance. “Thank you for agreeing to see me.”

      “Of course,” Leeza said warmly, kissing Anne on the cheek. She really did want to get to know Anne better. Havel had very little family and he liked to keep Babi and Anne close, which made them a priority for Leeza too.

      Anne’s eyes lingered on Kris, her brow wrinkling. “I didn’t know he was coming with you.”

      Leeza clutched Kris’s shoulder protectively. “I hope it’s not a problem.”

      Anne seemed distracted as she looked around. “I’m only worried the restaurant won’t accommodate a child. Perhaps one or two of your bodyguards should take him for fast food while we have a private lunch.”

      “Absolutely not,” Leeza said sharply, starting to think she should cancel their lunch date. She despised when people made Kris a problem. “He eats a lot of different foods. He’ll be fine with the restaurant. Besides, my cousin owns the place across the road, and he loves Kris. We can eat there.”

      Anne seemed to realize she was offending Leeza. “I’m so sorry. I’m being rude. Of course they’ll accommodate him. Shall we go?”

      Leeza hesitated, then nodded. She tried to take Kris’s hand, but he pulled away and took several steps from her. It wasn’t an unusual move for him, but it unnerved her after Anne’s comments. Something was niggling at the back of her mind, something that made her hair stand on end.

      She shrugged the feeling off and walked next to Anne as they weaved their way through the market, heading toward the restaurant.

      “How have you been?” Leeza asked. “How is Babi?”

      “Babi’s fine,” Anne said dismissively, her eyes on the road ahead of them. They’d have to cross it to get to the restaurant.

      The conversation lapsed and Leeza searched for something else to say, but Kris saved her by shouting, “Momma!” Turning, she saw him pointing at a kiosk that sold stuffed animals. She nodded at Ayaan who took his hand and led him to the stall.

      “I have something I need to tell you.” Anne glanced over her shoulder at Cooper and Simion who were standing a few feet away, their gazes sweeping the crowd around them. “Privately,” she added.

      Leeza debated for a second, then decided listening to Anne couldn’t hurt. “Give me a minute alone,” she said to her bodyguards. Cooper nodded, though his gaze sharpened on them as Anne pulled Leeza away.

      Anne fidgeted, her hands clasping and unclasping in front of her. “I hope I’m doing the right thing.”

      “What are you talking about?” Leeza squeezed Anne’s hand. “You can tell me whatever you want. I’m your friend.” It was a stretch, but maybe they’d get closer over time.

      Anne’s face softened, some of the tension falling away. “You’re always so nice to me, which is why I can’t let you stay there with him.”

      Leeza frowned. “I don’t know what you mean. Can’t stay where?”

      “With Havel,” Anne said urgently. “He’s a murderer, you know.”

      “What?” What the hell was Anne talking about?

      Okay, yes Havel killed people, and Leeza had to assume his cousin had at least some idea of what he did for a living. He didn’t keep his mafia affiliations secret. In a hushed voice Leeza said, “What are you talking about?”

      “I have a plan to help you escape.”

      “Escape?” The idea was ludicrous. She was happy with Havel and even if she wasn’t, there was no chance he’d let her leave.

      “Yes, I have a plan.” Anne’s expression took on a determined look. She grabbed Leeza’s hand and pulled her further from her bodyguards. “Your husband is waiting for you.”

      “Momma!”

      Leeza waved at Kris as he ran toward her, a purple stuffed animal in his arms. “Havel?” Leeza asked, trying to keep up with her conversation with Anne while her gaze followed Kris.

      “Adam.”

      A chill ran down Leeza’s spine. She stopped waving and turned her full attention on Anne. “Did you say…?”

      “Adam,” Anne repeated, urging Leeza toward the curb.

      Leeza dug her heels in, but Anne’s grip tightened and Leeza nearly tripped. “Stop for a minute,” she snapped angrily. “Tell me what you mean. What do you know about Adam?”

      “He told me everything.” Anne’s words came out in a rush. “How he was bullied by Jozef and Havel, that he was forced out of the family and separated from you. I know you’re unhappy with Havel and I thought maybe I could do something to help. He’s so big and angry, I feared he would hurt you before I could get you away.”

      “Wait… you’ve been talking to Adam?” She tried to yank her arm away.

      Realizing Leeza wasn’t moving, Anne stopped too. “Havel’s a monster,” she said earnestly. “It’s why I have to live with Babi. To stop him from finishing her off and taking everything for himself.”

      Leeza’s jaw dropped. “You think Havel is trying to kill Babi?” For weeks Leeza had assumed Anne was in love with Havel and that was why she watched him so closely. It never occurred to Leeza that Anne might be afraid of him.

      “Yes!” Anne replied urgently, her grip bruising. “I’m helping you get away from him. Adam wants you to come home.”

      Leeza had heard enough. “Ayaan!” she called, trying to yank her arm from Anne’s grip.

      When Anne refused to let go, Leeza moved her leg behind Anne’s and shoved, throwing the other woman onto the pavement. Leaping out of the way of Anne’s flailing limbs, Leeza saw Ayaan and Kris sprinting toward her. Cooper and Simion were also rapidly closing the distance.

      Anne groaned and pushed herself to her hands and knees. “Why did you do that?”

      Fear streaked through Leeza as a paneled van with tinted windows pulled up to the curb next to them. Leeza tried to run, but a hand closed around her arm and she was spun around. She gasped as she came face to face with her ex-husband. “Adam!”

      “Dear wife.”

      He brought his arm up between them, a gun held firmly in his grip.

      “Get down!” she screamed, frantically gesturing to Ayaan.

      Shots rang out as he indiscriminately peppered the crowd.

      Ayaan threw herself on top of Kris, dragging him to the pavement. She jerked as bullets struck her in the back.

      Cooper took one to the chest, the impact throwing him into Simion who was behind him. They both hit the ground. People screamed as they ran for cover.

      “Kris!” Leeza shouted, fighting to be free of Adam’s hold. “Ayaan!”

      He spun her around and slammed the gun into the side of her head. Her knees gave out as her vision blurred. His arms closed around her and his familiar scent of bleach and hand sanitizer sent a wave of nausea through her.

      She couldn’t stop him as he half-lifted, half-shoved her into the van.

      “Wait for me!” Anne leapt in behind them, slamming the door shut.

      “Drive,” Adam ordered coldly, hefting Leeza against him.

      She raised her head in time to see Simion reach the van and slam his fist into the window next to Anne. Cracks splintered the glass and Anne shrieked. Before Simion could hit it again, the van sped out of range.
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      Havel reached Kris, Cooper and Ayaan in less than ten minutes. They were holed up in the back office of a Koba-owned restaurant across the street from the market.

      Havel barely glanced at the police cars with their lights flashing and sirens blaring as he pulled his Hummer up to the curb. Striding through the restaurant, he ignored the host who trailed after him, saying, “Terrible business. Shots fired in the middle of a crowd! It’s a miracle none of your people were injured.”

      Not according to the text Cooper had sent him.

      
        
          
            
              
        Leeza’s been taken. Kris is fine. Me and Ayaan took bullets to the vest. We’re at the Chef’s Table.

      

      

      

      

      

      Shoving the door to the kitchen open, Havel rushed toward his people and his son.

      “Stop touching me,” Ayaan growled at Cooper who was hovering next to her, a medical kit in his hands. “He got me in the vest, I’m fine. Just pissed he got away.”

      “Explain,” Havel snarled, dropping to one knee in front of Kris who was clutching a stuffed dolphin and rocking on his feet, his small eyebrows wrinkled, tears streaking his cheeks, his gaze fixed on the floor. Havel softened his voice as he said, “You okay, buddy?” He ran his hands over Kris’s chest and back. When Kris winced, Havel turned him around and lifted his T-shirt, examining a scrape on Kris’s shoulder blade.

      “He hit the pavement when I jumped on him,” Ayaan explained.

      Havel grunted his acknowledgment, grabbing the medical kit Cooper was holding. He opened it on the floor and took out a tube of antibiotic ointment. Concentrating on his task, he ordered, “Someone explain what happened and don’t leave anything out.”

      He wanted to scream at Ayaan and Cooper, to tell them they fucked up and demand answers, but he wouldn’t get the details if he terrorized them. He could collect heads later.

      Cooper quickly filled Havel in. “We arrived in the market about twenty minutes ago so Leeza could meet your cousin for lunch. With Leeza’s permission, Ayaan took Kris to buy the dolphin. When Anne showed up, Leeza waved me and Simion away so they could speak in private. We stayed close enough to see them, but not close enough to hear what was discussed.” He paused, his brows lowering as if he was trying to picture exactly what had happened in the market. “Leeza seemed concerned and I moved closer, but Anne lured her to the curb where a van pulled up behind her. It was Adam. I saw Leeza try to run, but Adam hit her, then sprayed the market with bullets and drove away.” He paused again before adding, “Anne got into the van with him.”

      Rage exploded through Havel, but he kept his touch gentle as he pulled Kris’s T-shirt back down. “So it was Adam.” Havel had suspected, but he needed confirmation before he figured out his next step. “Take off your shirt,” he said to Ayaan, standing next to her. To Cooper, he said, “Where’s Simion?”

      “He tried to go after the van, but they had too much of a head start. Now he’s coordinating with Ali to get CCTV footage of the van.”

      “I’m fine,” Ayaan grumbled, unbuttoning her shirt. “Cooper was shot too.”

      Havel noticed her wince as she twisted to pull her arm through the sleeve. He’d taken bullets to the vest and it was nearly as painful as a flesh wound. He unstrapped her vest and pulled it away.

      She stood stiffly in her sports bra, her back to him as he probed the darkening bruises where the bullets had impacted. Both bullets had hit her in the lower ribcage, missing her lungs and other organs. She would be sore, but she’d survive.

      “You’re next.” He pointed at Cooper who dragged his shirt over his head and yanked off his vest.

      Pulling her shirt back on, Ayaan faced them. “It was my fault Leeza was taken. I knew better than to trust Anne, and I still let her drag Leeza out of earshot.” Guilt twisted her features as she begged, “Please let me go after them before you fire me. I want to be the one to get her back. After, you can do whatever you want to me. I deserve it.”

      “Shut up,” Havel interrupted her, shaking his head to clear the fear threatening to consume him. There were missing pieces to this puzzle that he needed to understand. Probing a growing bruise on Cooper’s chest, he asked, “What does Anne have to do with anything?”

      Ayaan’s gaze turned hard, her black eyes glittering with vengeance. “Anne was with Adam. She tricked Leeza into going near the van so Adam could grab her.”

      “She got into the van of her own volition,” Cooper added, his tone betraying his anger.

      Havel paced the kitchen, forcing his chaotic thoughts to coalesce into a plan. He said to Ayaan and Cooper, “Take Kris to the office where he’ll be protected. I don’t think Adam will target him, but we can’t make assumptions. Send a message to Jozef. I want all available boots on the ground searching this city from top to bottom.”

      “But, Boss,” Ayaan started to argue, but he held up a hand.

      “You can gear up and meet me when Kris is safe. Right now, protecting Kris is the most important thing you can do.”

      “In the market, Adam aimed shots at his own kid,” Cooper said in a low voice, glancing at Kris. “Scared the fuck outta me when Ayaan threw herself in front of him and they both went down. It’s a damn miracle neither were seriously injured.”

      “Or skill,” Ayaan said testily. “I knew what I was doing.”

      “There’s no bulletproof vest protecting your head,” Cooper argued. “Sometimes it’s just dumb luck that saves our asses.”

      While Havel agreed with Cooper, this was not the time for bickering. Not when Leeza’s life was on the line. “Enough,” he snarled. “Go and do your jobs.”

      He kneeled in front of Kris. “Do you want a hug?” The misery on Kris’s face made Havel’s chest ache.

      Kris nodded. I’m scared. What’s going to happen to my mom?

      “I’m going to get her back,” Havel promised, pulling Kris’s thin body against his chest.

      Kris clung to Havel for a few seconds, his face tucked against Havel’s neck, his tiny heartbeat pattering against Havel’s chest.

      Losing Leeza was Havel’s worst nightmare, but Kris needed him and Havel knew Leeza would want him to reassure their son. He pressed his lips to the side of Kris’s head and held him until Kris relaxed.

      Standing, he stepped back as Ayaan gathered Kris to her and left with Cooper. Havel exited the restaurant through the back, sending a text to Simion as he walked.

      
        
          
            
              
        Where are you?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m beside the Grand Hotel Bohemia. I traced the van to this area before losing it.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m on my way.

      

      

      

      

      

      Havel climbed into his Hummer and fired the engine, tires squealing as he pulled out, heading toward Simion. He was going hunting and he wasn’t stopping until he found the man who took his wife.
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      “Wake up.” Something tapped Leeza’s cheek. “Please hurry. I think he’s coming back soon.”

      The smell of rotting flesh hit Leeza and she curled onto her side, clutching her stomach.

      “Good, you’re awake.”

      Leeza blinked a few times, but bright shards of light pierced her eyes and she was forced to squint. Sitting up, she realized she was on a wooden table. There were restraints attached to the table, but thank goodness, she wasn’t strapped down.

      “I’m going to kill you,” she muttered to Anne, lifting a hand to her head and wincing as she felt the goose egg left behind after Adam had hit her with his gun. She had no recollection of anything beyond speeding away from her son.

      Anne was pacing next to the table, wringing her hands. “I didn’t mean for this to happen.”

      “What did you think was going to happen?” Leeza demanded, taking stock of her surroundings.

      She was in a large room with stone walls, a concrete floor, and no windows. Bright fluorescent lights flooded the room. It looked like a cellar. Besides the table, there was a human-sized cage, a mirror, a cabinet and a rocking chair with a decaying corpse in it. She quickly turned her head away and took a few gulping breaths through her mouth.

      Anne twisted her fingers together. “He seemed like such a nice man. He was genuinely sorrowful when you were separated and he was desperate to get you back. I thought I was helping him reunite with his wife.”

      “A little difficult when I’m married to another man,” Leeza said sarcastically.

      “Havel forced you to get married. I saw your reluctance at Babi’s. You were so frightened of Havel, you threw up.”

      “Havel didn’t force me to do anything.” Leeza clutched her spinning head, taking shallow breaths to stop the nausea. “I don’t understand why you’re with Adam. I thought you loved Havel.”

      “Of course I don’t love him!” Anne said emphatically. “He’s a monster.”

      “Adam is worse.” Leeza pushed herself off the table, standing on shaking legs. “At least Havel doesn’t murder innocents.”

      “Adam doesn’t either,” Anne protested.

      Leeza glared at her cousin-in-law, striding to the door and trying the knob. It was locked of course. “The corpse in the rocking chair would beg to differ.”

      Anne averted her eyes from the body. “We don’t know what happened to that person.”

      “Adam shot at my six-year-old son and you dare to defend him? What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      “He wasn’t aiming for Kris!”

      Leeza stalked over to Anne and slapped her, her palm connecting with a satisfying crack. Gripping the front of Anne’s shirt, she yanked the woman closer. Channeling Havel, she growled, “Tell me everything you know and do it quickly.” She snapped her hand’s off Anne.

      Anne stumbled back a few steps rubbing her reddening cheek. “Why did you hit me?”

      Anne’s whiny tone enraged Leeza. If she had a gun, she would seriously shoot the stupid bitch. It was clear Adam had preyed on Anne’s insecurities, her loneliness, and her fear of Havel to manipulate the woman into helping him get to Leeza.

      “If Adam is so harmless then why are you locked in the cellar with me?” Leeza paced the room, searching for ways out. She avoided the corpse, going to the cabinet to search for weapons and rattling the locked doors.

      “I don’t know why he’s doing this,” Anne worried. “I don’t know what I did wrong. He seemed so cold in the van, but I did exactly what he asked me to do. I got you close to the road so he could talk to you. Then when we got back here, he carried you down to this room and he pushed me inside too before locking us in.”

      Leeza said sharply, “Describe the trip here. How long did it take? How many streets did we pass? How many flights of stairs did you come down before we were locked in?”

      Anne looked panic-stricken as Leeza questioned her. “I don’t know, I don’t know!”

      Leeza wanted to slap her again, but decided she was better off using her hands to check out the one area of their prison she hadn’t examined yet.

      She approached the body cautiously, covering her nose and mouth with her hand to keep the stench at bay. Kneeling to get a better look, sorrow and pity threatened to overwhelm her. Despite decomposition setting in, it was clear the woman had looked like Leeza.

      Long, shiny chestnut hair hung past her shoulders. Her skin, now mottled with discoloration looked like it had once been pale and unblemished. She was wearing an outfit similar to one Leeza had owned.

      Leaning in closer, her face a foot from the dead woman’s, Leeza saw a tiny tear in one of the sleeve’s. The outfit didn’t just look like Leeza’s, it was hers. “Oh god,” she whispered, her eyes drifting down the mishappen body. “What did he do to you?”

      From behind her, Anne said in a weak voice, “Who is she?”

      Leeza stood. “One of Adam’s victims.”

      Anne moved quickly away. “I don’t understand.” Her voice was bordering on hysterical. “Why did he put me down here with a dead person?”

      “Because you’re no longer useful to him,” Leeza said flatly.

      They were distracted by the rattling of the door knob. Dread filled Leeza as Adam walked into the room, a gun in his hand.

      “Adam!” Anne exclaimed. “There must be a mistake. I’m not supposed to be down here.” She sounded relieved to see him, but she still edged around the table, putting it between them. “I don’t understand what’s going on.”

      His gaze softened as he approached, his focus on Anne while his gun was pointed at Leeza. “You were wonderful today.” His tone was intimate. “You helped me get my wife back. I couldn’t be more grateful to you.”

      Tension leaked out of Anne’s shoulders and a smile curved her lips. “I knew there had to be a mistake.”

      “You don’t belong down here,” Adam agreed, rounding the table.

      “Anne, get away from him!” Leeza said sharply, panic in her voice as she took a step toward them.

      Adam cocked the gun and Leeza froze. He took Anne’s hand and pulled her to his side. He ran a gentle finger down her cheek, his attention divided between her and Leeza.

      Leeza felt sick as she watched him manipulate the other woman.

      “You’ve done everything I’ve asked,” he murmured, as if talking to a lover. “I am very grateful. I have one more favor to ask.”

      “I don’t know,” Anne replied, her tone indecisive. “I don’t like this, Adam.”

      “It’s almost over,” he crooned.

      “What do you need from me?”

      He leaned closer, his lips against the side of her head, his hand dropping from her cheek to her throat, encircling it. “I need you to die.”

      The gasp barely left her lips before he tightened his grip. Anne’s eyes bulged as she realized what he was doing and she tried to hit him, but he ignored her weak attempts, shoving her backwards into the table while continuing to strangle her.

      “Stop it!” Leeza screamed, rushing toward him.

      Before Leeza could reach them, Adam squeezed off a shot. It went past Leeza, shattering the mirror behind her.

      Ears ringing, Leeza watched in horror as Anne’s struggles grew weaker and weaker.

      “Please stop!” Leeza begged him, but he ignored her.

      His face twisted in perverted glee as he watched the life leave his latest victim.

      “I’ll do whatever you want. She won’t tell anyone, I promise.” Anne was an idiot who deserved jail time, but she didn’t deserve to die.

      Without lifting his gaze, he said, “If I let her leave, Havel will get the truth out of her. It’s better this way.”

      “Stop!” Leeza screamed as Anne’s eyes blanked and her body went limp.

      Adam released the body and it slide to the floor.

      Panic gripped Leeza. She turned her back on Adam and ran towards the door. To her surprise it opened, but as she tried to launch herself out of the room, Adam grabbed her by the hair and dragged her into his body, pressing his nose to the side of her face.

      She screamed and twisted in his grip, ignoring the shooting pain in her scalp as he pulled her hair out at the root. Slamming her elbow into his jaw, she forced him back a few steps, but his hand was still tangled in her hair and he dragged her with him. He recovered before she did, smashing his gun into the side of her head for the second time. Streaks of light exploded; her vision blurred and her legs collapsed beneath her.

      Adam grabbed her before she fell, his expression severe. “Why are you fighting me?”

      Black spots floated before her eyes and nausea swelled up inside her.

      “Did you miss me, wife? Because I missed you.”

      She felt his lips on her throat and a shudder rippled through her. “Why would I miss such a pathetic piece of shit?” she said hoarsely.

      He stiffened against her. “He’s turned you against me.”

      “I was against you from the moment I saw you.” She scanned the floor searching for anything she could use as a weapon. “You were always weak. I often wondered why Krystoff didn’t have you killed years ago.”

      She felt his mood shift from jubilant to furious and braced herself.

      He spun her around and punched her, his fist slamming into the side of her head. She was thrown to the ground, landing next to the broken mirror. Pain exploded through her skull, blurring her vision.

      “I thought you’d be better at protecting yourself after all those self-defense classes you took.”

      "Fuck off, you asshole," she said weakly. "I'm going to fucking kill you."

      He laughed like the monster he was. “You always were a stupid bitch. This is why I have to do the thinking for both of us. I am Bratva. You will not win a fight with me.”

      Leeza tried to drag herself off the floor, but a wave of dizziness washed over her. “Put the gun down and we’ll find out who would really win in a fight.”

      He shook his head. “I have better things planned for you.”

      Leeza scrambled backwards as he advanced on her. The wall stopped her retreat. “Please Adam.”

      “I love it when you beg.” He crouched in front of her, using his gun to tilt her chin. “Do it again.”

      Nausea and pain coalesced inside her until she couldn’t hold herself up anymore. She slid down the wall, the room disappearing as her eyes fluttered shut.
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      “You have thirty seconds to get me an address,” Havel snarled into his phone.

      Ali was desperately trying to give Havel any information to indicate where his wife might have been taken while the others were preparing for war.

      Havel paced outside his Hummer, hand under his jacket resting on his gun. Never in his life had he felt this helpless.

      “I think I have something…” Ali’s voice trailed off.

      “Spit it out!” Havel shouted, startling a couple who were passing by on the sidewalk.

      “There’s a building a few blocks from your location that was purchased eight years ago, the same year Adam came to live in Prague. The sale was cash and the title transferred to a numbered company tracing back to Russia. It’s not much to go on…”

      “It’s enough.” Leaving Ali on speakerphone, Havel leapt into his Hummer while Simion climbed into the passenger seat. He glanced at the bodyguard. “You wearing a vest?”

      Simion nodded.

      They arrived at the building three minutes later, stopping at the mouth of an alleyway.

      They sprinted toward the building’s entrance where Havel kicked the door in. It smashed into the wall and Havel and Simion moved through, guns out.

      They went swiftly through the first floor, finding only rooms with rotting wood floors and water damaged walls. They continued moving, checking room after room until they found an apartment that was clearly inhabited. The sharp scent of astringent and bleach seared his nostrils. “We’ve found him,” Havel said grimly.

      They searched the apartment quickly, but it produced no clues to where Adam might be holding Leeza. “Not here,” Simion grunted.

      Havel nodded. “Let’s go.”

      They searched the rest of the building, but didn’t find Adam, Leeza or Anne.

      “Where the fuck are they?” Havel snarled his frustration. “They have to be here.”

      “I’ve got something!” A voice called out to them. “A Hidden door in the wall.”

      Startled, Havel snapped his gun up, then lowered it when it registered that it was Halil shouting from down the hall.

      “Over here!”
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        * * *

      

      “She’ll be fine,” Adam muttered. “She’s taken much worse than this and gotten back up.” There was a hint of pride in his voice.

      Leeza kept her eyes shut and tried to regulate her breathing. She wanted to appear unconscious so she could plan her attack. Thank god he hadn’t done more damage when he punched her. She’d felt the world slip away for a few seconds but was conscious as he lifted her off the floor and placed her on the table.

      She felt weak and dizzy from the blows but determined to find a way out.

      The air shifted as Adam moved away, and she slitted her eyes, watching him from between her lashes. She squeezed her hand around the shard of glass she’d picked up off the floor after he’d shattered the mirror. She held her breath hoping he wouldn’t notice.

      His back was turned as he unlocked a cabinet and, setting his gun down, started rifling through it.

      She shut her eyes as he approached but heard him place items on the table at her feet.

      She suppressed a shudder when she heard the telltale rattle of a pill bottle. Viagra. He was planning on raping her.

      In the past, when that bottle came out, she freed her mind and let it drift away. She never resisted. Now, she would fight him to the death if she had to.

      His death, not hers.

      He moved closer and she tried to breathe normally, willing the panic away. The scent of bleach attacked her nostrils and she had to consciously command herself not to wrinkle her nose against it.

      She felt him hovering over her and forced herself to stay still as he ran his hands down her length, curving them over her hips and breasts, as if checking her for damage.

      “Have to be more careful,” he muttered.

      His hand landed on her wrist and she heard the sound of plastic against plastic as he secured it to the table.

      She had to act now, before he tied her other wrist.

      As he moved to the other side of the table, she tensed, squeezing her hand around the shard of glass.

      The air stirred as he leaned over her other wrist, his breath touching her, making the hair on her arm stand on end.

      This was her chance! Opening her eyes, she arced her fist toward him, the glass aimed at his face.

      She missed as he reflexively leapt back.

      She struggled upright, holding her jagged piece of glass in front of her with a shaking hand. “Don’t touch me!” She yanked at the wrist that was attached to the table, but she couldn’t get it loose. She needed to cut it with the glass, but to do that, she’d have to lower her weapon.

      Adam’s eyes gleamed as he watched her, his gaze raking her body, his expression gleeful. “We’re alone and no one knows we’re here. No one will ever find us. We can finally be together.”

      “You know better than that.” She tried to keep her voice calm and sure. “Havel’s on his way here right now.”

      “That’s impossible.” He seemed to think about it, his frown deepening. “How do you know?”

      She didn’t know, but she knew enough about her ex-husband’s insecurities to hit him where it hurt. He was terrified of Havel, which was why he’d grabbed Leeza while her burly new husband was nowhere in sight.

      “Havel always knows where I am,” she said confidently.

      Adam studied her, his frown slowly melting away. “You’re lying to distract me. He can’t know where you are. I’ve kept this place hidden for a long time. No one knows about it except her.” His dispassionate gaze landed on Anne’s body and Leeza swallowed, averting her eyes.

      He edged around the table toward her feet and she kicked out at him, but once again he was too fast.

      His gaze never leaving her, Adam picked up the Viagra bottle, popped the top off and shook several pills into the palm of his hand. “We’re going to have a very good night together and, if you’re good, in the morning, we’ll discuss our future.”

      To swallow the pills, he tipped his head back. The second his eyes left her, Leeza used the piece of glass to saw at the zip-tie pinning her to the table. The second it snapped open, she leapt to the floor, rushing to the opposite side of the table from him and holding out her jagged weapon.

      He gasped, his face whitening as he looked quickly away.

      It took her a moment to realize what was wrong. Blood! She’d cut herself while handling the glass. The rush of adrenalin razing through her had stopped her from feeling the pain.

      “You don’t get to touch me!” she snarled hoarsely, then jabbed the glass into her other arm, dragging it down to her wrist, stopping short of the vein.

      She held her arm up, allowing the blood to trickle up her arm to her shoulder where it soaked into the collar of her shirt. Transferring the glass to her other hand, she smeared the blood over her chest and face.

      Gagging, Adam stumbled back and averted his gaze  as he sucked in gulps of air through his mouth.

      Good, he wouldn’t touch her while she was covered in blood. “Hemophobia is a pretty big weakness for a member of the Bratva, isn’t it?” She eyed the door behind him. If she could draw him closer to her side of the table, she might be able to get past him to the door. “Is that why your uncle rejected you and sent you to Krystoff?”

      “I chose you!” His eyes remained on the floor, but he edged closer. “I marked you as mine and Krystoff Koba gifted you to me.”

      “What kind of a man marries a woman who doesn’t want him?” A wave of dizziness washed over her and she had to blink it away. She needed to escape before she lost consciousness. “You were too much of a pussy to take me on a date like a real man.”

      “Shut up!” he screamed, looking up, his gaze going to her arm where the blood continued to trickle. He swayed on the spot and closed his eyes. “Wrap your fucking arm before you bleed to death, you stupid whore.”

      “I would rather bleed to death that let you touch me again.”

      “Dramatic, dear wife,” he replied. “But you’re lying. You wouldn’t take your own life and leave our son.”

      “He’s not yours,” she snarled. “All you ever did for him was donate sperm. You were never the father Havel is.”

      “I never wanted the defective idiot,” Adam sneered, rounding the table toward her. “I only want you.”

      “You’ll never have me!” She backed away, holding the glass out.

      He lunged for her, grabbing her. She twisted, struggled, struck out with the glass, but he held firm. He slammed her wrist on the table forcing her to drop the glass.

      She swung at him with her free hand, but he ducked and slammed her backwards onto the table. It shuddered under the force. Climbing on top of her, he pinned her, his expression triumphant.

      “Now, you’re mine!”

      CRACK.

      The table splintered beneath them and they crashed to the floor.

      Leeza took the brunt of the fall, her back hitting the shattered wood and cement, Adam’s body landing on top of hers, pushing the air from her lungs.

      Adam rolled off her, groaning.

      Leeza tried to crawl away but he recovered quickly, grabbing a fistful of her hair and dragging her backwards into his embrace.

      “You’re right,” he said in a strained voice. “Hemophobia is a weakness, but I’ve spent a lifetime dealing with it. I have my ways around it.” He gripped her bloody arm and forced it behind her back until it was no longer visible. Still, he had trouble looking at her face, which was smeared in blood.

      “Like hiring someone to cut off body parts for you?” she asked accusingly.

      His glasses were askew, his hair wild, his face twisting ghoulishly, making him unrecognizable as the husband she’d lived with for eight years. “I knew you would understand my methods. In time, you will come to appreciate everything I’ve done for you.”

      “You’re deranged.”

      “And you are my wife.” He lowered his head, attempting to kiss her.

      She fought violently, bucking her hips and shaking her head, forcing her arms from his grip. She curled her fingers into a fist and punched him in the throat.

      He fell back, choking, and she rolled away.

      He recovered quickly and dragged her back. He climbed on top of her, straddling her waist before pulling back his fist.

      She flinched as it arced towards her face.
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      Havel caught Adam’s fist before it could land and squeezed, crushing the fingers. He then dragged the screaming Adam away from Leeza, flung him to the floor and leapt on top of him. He punched Adam over and over, his fist slamming into Adam’s face and chest with the force of a sledgehammer. “You motherfucking sonofabitch. I’m gonna turn you into bone fragments.”

      Before he could get more than a half dozen punches in, he was pulled away.

      Twisting, he took a swing at Cooper who was attempting to restrain him on one side while Ayaan grabbed him from the other.

      “Sorry, Boss!” Cooper said quickly. “You told us you want him alive.”

      “Why alive?” Leeza demanded hoarsely, stumbling to her feet. “I want him dead.” She swayed as she said to Adam, “I fucking told you Havel was coming for me.” She spat on him, saliva and blood mixing together as it splattered across his cheek.

      Havel stared at her, awed by her bloodthirsty beauty. He left a gasping, coughing Adam on the floor and launched himself at his wife.

      “Fuck, I’ve never been so terrified in my life.” He touched her face then raised her arm, gently probing the gash. “He fucking cut you.” His voice sounded inhuman to his own ears as he vibrated with the need to pick Adam up and slam him into the stone wall over and over until there was nothing left.

      “It was me,” she said, her voice shaky. “I cut myself and wiped the blood everywhere so he wouldn’t touch me.”

      “Smart.” Havel ran his hands over her arms and legs, pushing his brain out of combat-mode so he could remember his medical training. Other than the cut to her arm, which would need suturing, she had a couple of goose eggs on her head. He said to the others, “I need to get her to a hospital. Secure that piece of shit and report back to the office.”

      “I don’t want him to live,” Leeza said, glaring down at Adam who was laying on his back, his hand covering his mouth, blood trickling from between his fingers, his gaze fixed on the ceiling.

      “You don’t need to worry about him,” Havel assured her.

      “I’m not,” she snapped. “I want him to die in the same room where he tortured and murdered those women.” Her gaze strayed to Anne’s body. “Where he killed Anne.”

      He didn’t need to check to know his cousin was dead. Her body was twisted unnaturally where it lay and her sightless eyes were clouding over. It was better this way. He’d have had to kill her himself if Adam hadn’t. No one betrayed Leeza and lived.

      He nodded to Cooper. “Take Adam to the Shed.”

      “No!” Leeza yanked her arm from his grip. “He’s my ex and I say he dies.”

      Havel narrowed his eyes at her. “As much as I’m enjoying this side of you, this is my territory. Adam is mine.”

      “He’s mine!” she growled, reaching for the butt of his pistol.

      He grabbed her wrist, holding her still. “Don’t do that again.”

      “Then give me your fucking gun!”

      “Watch your tone,” he warned her, irritation flaring. “I’m not allowing you to kill him, lásko.”

      She tilted her head. “Fine.” Turning on the spot, she stormed toward the door where Ayaan was standing. “Ayaan, I need you,” she said in a broken voice, reaching for her bodyguard. Havel frowned as she clung to Ayaan, wrapping her arms around her. Ayaan looked surprised too, but hugged Leeza back.

      Havel realized what she was doing. “Motherfucker!” he snarled, lunging for his wife. Leeza spun around, Ayaan’s gun in her hand.

      Cooper, who was closer than Havel, tried to grab her, but Leeza dodged him, shoving him into Ayaan as she lunged past.

      She pulled the trigger and watched with a stony expression as her bullets struck her ex-husband.

      Adam’s body jumped and jerked as each one hit home.

      Havel grabbed her wrist and pulled her arm up, the last two bullets slamming into the ceiling, showering them in dust. Rather than give up, she dropped the gun and swung her foot into Adam’s groin.

      “You will never touch me again, you fucking monster!” she screamed loud enough to make Havel’s ears ring.

      Havel wrapped an arm around her middle and picked her up, carrying her kicking and screaming out of the cellar, sending a significant look Cooper’s way. The bodyguard would know what he wanted.

      Havel carried her up the stairs from the cellar and through the door.

      Dropping her, he turned her to face him. “What the fuck was that?”

      “I told you. He’s mine.”

      “No,” he growled. “You’re mine.”

      Slamming his lips over hers, he poured the terror of almost losing her into the kiss. It consumed him, almost to the point of driving him insane. What if he hadn’t arrived in time? What if she’d died?

      Easy answer.

      He would kill himself after ushering Adam to his well-earned grave first. There was no life without Leeza.

      “I fucking love you so much,” he growled against her, kissing her again before she could speak.

      She thumped her fist against his chest and broke the kiss. “I fucking love you too.” She dragged his head down to hers, slamming her lips against his until their teeth clacked together.

      He felt something wet against his face and pulled back to look at her, worried she was bleeding again. Instead, he found tears.

      Leeza was crying.

      He touched the tears, his heart breaking. She was such a strong woman, but Adam had finally broken her. Havel hadn’t arrived in time. “I’m sorry, lásko. It was my job to save you from him and I didn’t.” He held her head to his chest. “Cry for as long as you need.”

      When her shoulders heaved, he assumed she was crying harder and held her tighter. It wasn’t until he heard the giggles spill from her lips that he realized she was laughing, not crying. Well, she was crying too, his shirt was soaked.

      Pushing away from him, she used the heels of her hands to swipe at the tears as they continued to fall. “I’m not traumatized, Havel, I’m happy.” She took a deep, shuddering breath. “I’m beyond happy that my ex is dead and that I’m standing here with you. It’s everything I’ve ever wanted, but never thought I could have.”

      The tension drained from Havel. She was right. The situation wasn’t ideal, a fucking mess really, but the result was exactly what they’d wanted. Adam gone, Leeza and Havel together.

      Wrapping his arm around her neck, he said, “Let’s get out of here. Clean you up so you can see your son.”

      “Oh my god, Kris!” Her eyes widened. “Was he hurt?”

      “No, he’s fine, thanks to Ayaan.”

      Leeza wrapped her arm around his waist and they headed toward the exit.

      As they approached the front door of the building, a group of people rushed through, guns drawn. In a lightning swift move, Havel pushed Leeza behind him and pulled his gun.

      “Jozef!” Leeza cried as she spotted her cousin.

      Havel holstered his gun as Jozef and what looked like the entire security staff from the Koba estate piled into the hallway. They were followed by Shaun who was decked out in an oversized bulletproof jacket that covered her from neck to knees, a protective helmet perched on her head.

      Jozef hugged Leeza before holding her at arm’s length and gesturing at the blood covering her face and neck.

      She was quick to reassure him. “I’m okay.”

      “She’s not,” Havel growled holding her arm up. “She’ll need stitches.”

      “That’s why I’m here,” Shaun said, pushing past the bodyguards.

      Shaun pulled Leeza into one of the empty apartments, instructing her to sit on the floor with her back against the wall. “In case you feel faint.”

      “I feel fine,” Leeza argued.

      “I know you’re fine,” Shaun said mildly, opening her medical kit and pulling out a small metal tray where she lined up everything she would need to suture Leeza’s arm. “But it doesn’t hurt to dress the wounds before they get infected.”

      Havel paced, Leeza’s eyes on him while Shaun worked over her. She didn’t flinch as the wound was cleaned and her skin was stitched back together. A burst of pride went through him. She took every hit the world threw at her and grew stronger.

      Adam had been no match for her.

      Shaun wrapped a bandage around Leeza’s arm. “You’ll need to wear a sling for a few days so you don’t tear your sutures. Now, please take your shirt off. I’d like to check your ribs for bruising.”

      Shaun worked over her, poking and prodding until she was satisfied that no bones had been broken during Leeza’s ordeal.

      “Now, I’ll check your heart.” After listening to her chest, Shaun moved the stethoscope around to Leeza’s back. “Take a long breath in and then let it out.”

      Leeza complied, sucking air in through her nose and releasing it slowly through her mouth. Shaun then ran her fingers through Leeza's hair, feeling the bumps that had formed. Her brows pulled down into a slow frown.

      “What is it?” Havel demanded, stepping closer.

      “She’s probably fine,” Shaun replied. “Her heart rate is higher than I like and she might have a concussion. We should get her to the hospital.”

      “I don’t want to go to the hospital,” Leeza complained. “Really, I’m fine.”

      Havel gently scooped her off the floor. “We’re going to the hospital.”

      Leeza wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her face to his chest. “I don’t suppose there’s any point in arguing?”

      “Nope.”

      “Will you at least let me walk?” Despite her protest, she wasn’t struggling. In fact, she was clinging to him, her arms firmly wrapped around his neck.

      “Not a chance, lásko.”
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      “Pregnant?” Leeza touched her stomach in wonder.

      “What the fuck do you mean by mital pen… what?” Havel demanded.

      “Mitral stenosis.” Shaun opened a folder on the bed next to Leeza. There were images inside, but Havel couldn’t make heads or tails of them as she traced something with her fingertip. “It’s the narrowing of the mitral valve, which is the heart valve that controls the flow of blood from the heart’s left atrium to the left ventricle.”

      “In layman’s,” he demanded.

      Shaun closed the folder and turned on her stool, her expression serious. “Leeza has a heart condition. She’s probably had it her entire life, but it was likely minor enough to pass undetected before now.”

      “How is that possible?” he growled, prompting Leeza to put a calming hand on his arm. They didn’t need Jozef busting in because Havel was shouting at his doctor wife.

      “It’s very likely the stress of the past several months have put a strain on her heart.” Shaun shifted her gaze to Leeza, her expression kind. “We’ll have to take excellent care of you through your pregnancy, but with time and some medication, you’ll be fine.” Turning on the stool, Shaun fired up the computer. “I’m going to order a prescription that’ll help lower your blood pressure and then I’ll book an appointment for you with the hospital’s head of obstetrics.”

      “How will her pregnancy affect her heart condition?” The fear in Havel’s voice tugged at Leeza. When they got home, she would reassure him it would be fine, that she was gloriously happy to find out she was pregnant. She was going to have a baby!

      “Well, it will definitely put a strain on her heart, so we’ll have to make sure – ”

      Before Shaun could finish, Havel cut her off. “Abort it.”

      “What?” Leeza gasped. She couldn’t have heard him correctly.

      “There’s no reason she can’t carry the baby –” Shaun tried to reassure him.

      “Take it the fuck out,” he snapped, pacing the room and rubbing a hand over his head. “I won’t allow one more thing to threaten her life. I’m done. We don’t need a baby. We have Kris.”

      Tears sparked in Leeza’s eyes and her heart ached over the terror in his voice. He couldn’t manage the thought of losing her. But this baby. She touched her stomach. This baby was hers and Havel's and it didn't matter how terrified he was, they were having it.

      “I’ll leave you two alone.” Shaun slipped from her stool and left the room, closing the door softly.

      Havel gazed at Leeza and the pain she read in his eyes was gut-wrenching.

      “Havel, come to me.” She opened her arms and he was instantly in front of her, wrapping his arms around her, holding her against him as he looked down at her.

      “I can’t lose you.”

      “I know,” she whispered. “Just like I can’t lose you. Havel, I fall to pieces every time you go into the field.”

      “I don’t have a heart condition,” he argued.

      “And I have a very minor one that will likely go back to nothing once the baby is born.”

      “You can’t have this baby.”

      “Havel.” She took his face in her hands. “We’re having this baby.” He shook his head, but she persisted. “We are having this baby.”

      “You can’t.” His voice was hoarse, his fear for her overwhelming him. She’d seen him kill people like he was passing time before lunch, yet the thought of something hurting her damn near dropped him.

      She pressed her hand to his chest. “You don’t want to abort this baby any more than I do. So accept that we’re going to do this, okay?”

      Long seconds passed before he finally nodded, then whispered, “What if something happens to you?”

      The uncertainty in his voice brought an answering ache to her throat. “Then you raise Kris and the baby. But nothing is going to happen.”

      “Promise me nothing will happen.”

      “I promise.” She sealed it with a kiss, tasting his desperation as he clung to her, his hands hurting where they gripped.

      Framing her face, he growled down at her, “If something happens to you, I’ll wrest you away from the devil and take you to my own private lair where I’ll spend eternity making you pay for leaving me on this earth alone.”

      Her lips stretched into a smile. “You have a poetic streak, Havel Tsotsarov.”

      “Tell anyone and I’ll have them killed.”

      She laughed and together they left the hospital with a bag of neonatal vitamins and blood pressure pills.

      They drove to the mansion to pick up Kris. When he caught sight of Leeza, he ran to her, stopping in front of her, tears rolling down cheeks. Where were you? I saw father and he hit you and took you away. I got hurt on my back. His signs were so frantic Leeza could barely read them.

      “I’m okay, baby,” she said gently, pulling him against her and waiting for his arms to circle her before hugging him tight. “I’m sorry you got hurt. Adam tried to take me away, but Havel came and found me.” She rocked him until his sobs grew quieter, then she held him out and looked him over. “You won’t be able to see Adam again.” She refused to call him Kris’s father.

      Kris didn’t respond, but patted her shoulder over and over, telling her in his unique way how much he loved her.

      Havel held his hands out to Kris, lifting him in his arms. Kris gripped Havel, his head against his shoulder, his eyes on his mother.

      Leeza turned to Fatima. “Thank you so much for staying with him.”

      “He was frantic for you, but I did what I could to keep him calm.” Her concerned gaze lingered on Leeza. “How are you doing?”

      “A cut and possibly a concussion,” Leeza said with a slight smile, taking Kris’s hand when he made a sound of distress. She turned her smile on him. “I’m just fine though. It’ll take a lot more than that to keep me down.” It was on the tip of her tongue to share the news about her pregnancy, but she stopped. She needed to time with the idea, to ponder it and feel the excitement. She wasn’t ready to share yet.

      Havel caressed her back, his fingers lingering on her waist. “Let’s go home.”

      At the word ‘home’ a wave of exhaustion hit her. “I’m ready.”

      They made the twenty-minute drive to Zmatek in silence. Leeza sat in the back between Havel and Kris, her head on Havel’s shoulder while Kris clutched her hand in his lap.

      When they reached the building, Havel insisted on carrying Leeza, which amused Kris. He giggled when Havel had to dip her to fit through the elevator doors.

      “Maybe you’ll be able to carry her one day when you’re big and strong like me,” Havel said to Kris as the doors closed behind them.

      Fucking cocky, Kris signed.

      Leeza burst out laughing.

      “He didn’t just say what I think he did, did he?”

      “You said it.” Leeza laughed. “He picked it up from you.”

      “I didn’t say any such thing.”

      You said it to my mom this morning, Kris signed, watching the elevator floors go by on the electronic panel. It means arrogant.

      “It does,” Havel said gruffly. “But I don’t want to catch you using that word again.”

      You use it.

      “That’s different,” Havel explained. “I’m a grownup and sometimes grownups need to use bad language.”

      Why? Kris demanded.

      “Because sometimes adults need to blow off steam.”

      Children don’t need to blow off steam? Kris asked.

      Havel thought about it. “Okay, I definitely needed to blow off steam when I was a kid, but I didn’t do it by swearing.”

      Why not?

      “Because Babi would’ve taken a switch to my backside.”

      What’s a switch? Why did it make you stop swearing?

      “A switch is a piece of tree bark that hurts like a motherf… fudge.”

      Are you going to hit me with a switch?

      “Of course not!” Havel looked horrified at the thought.

      Then how will you stop me from swearing?

      Leeza shook with laughter at the exchange. “You’re not going to win.”

      Havel’s eyes were dancing. “The kid has me backed into a corner.”

      “He does that.”

      Kris put his hand on Havel’s arm where it was wrapped around Leeza. They got off on their floor and Havel allowed Kris to punch in the door code.

      Together, Havel and Leeza put Kris to bed. After tucking the blankets around him and turning on his nightlight, they left the room.

      “Want something to eat?” Havel asked.

      “I only want a glass of wine, a shower and my bed.”

      “No wine for you, but we can arrange the other two.”

      “The only downside to another pregnancy,” Leeza murmured, leaning her head against Havel’s shoulder as they made their way into the bedroom. “I would commit murder for some booze right now.” She paused as she remembered. “Actually, I did commit murder.” She searched herself for some remorse over the killing but couldn’t find any. She was glad she was the one to rid the world of a conscienceless serial killer.

      Havel turned her in his arms and looked down at her, his face creased with concern. “You actually want this pregnancy? It’s not too soon?”

      She wound her arms around his neck and dragged his head down to hers. “I want this baby more than anything. It’s a piece of you and me. A brother or sister for Kris. I’m overjoyed.”

      “Me too,” Havel admitted, his expression relieved, though worry still lingered behind his gaze.

      “You’re terrified for me, aren’t you?”

      “Fuck, yeah.” He dropped to his knees in front of her, pressing his face to her stomach. “If we could have this baby without you carrying it, I would be a happy man. But since you have to, I’ll do whatever I can to support you.”

      She tilted his face up, her gaze caressing his beloved features. “No one can hurt us again. We’re going to have this baby and we’re going to be a happy, healthy family.”

      Havel stood and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “You’re right.” He helped her shower, gliding the soap over her while she held her bandaged arm out of the spray, then drying her off and carrying her to bed.

      Sleepily, she watched Havel open the door a crack in case Kris needed them in the night. Then he crawled under the covers, pulling Leeza to him.

      It took a long time for her to settle, flashes of Adam stealing her calm more than once as she drifted in and out of a restless sleep. But each time it happened, she would conjure up the memory of his body jerking as she shot him, his face as the life left him.

      Leeza had never been particularly bloodthirsty, but she would savor that memory of Adam’s death. Finally, she settled against her husband, Havel’s reassuring snores anchoring her as she drifted into a dreamless sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Did you think death would save you from me?”

      Adam’s eyes flicked open, slowly focusing on Havel. He was strapped to a medical bed by his wrists and ankles. His jaw had been wired shut after Havel had shattered it. An intravenous drip went from his arm to a bag filled with saline, antibiotics and sedatives.

      Havel slid Adam’s glasses onto his face. “I want you to see what’s coming.”

      Adam tried to lift his arm, rattling the cuff strapping him down, but he was too weak to do more than wiggle.

      Adam had survived being shot six times. Though Leeza was a damn good shot, emotion had guided her hand when she’d grabbed the gun and she hadn’t hit anything vital. Adam had undergone four surgeries in a week to remove bullet fragments and to stitch up the internal damage. Once Havel was certain Adam would live, he’d arranged to have him moved from the hospital into his care.

      Havel was pleased with the outcome. Leeza got her revenge and Havel got the man who’d tortured his love.

      It had taken some doing getting Adam checked in and out of the hospital without police intervention. Jozef had helped with that, pulling in favours with the hospital director after making a sizeable donation. Only Havel, Jozef, Cooper and a few medical staff knew Adam was still alive.

      Havel made sure Adam’s eyes were open and focused on him before speaking. “You took eight years from the woman I love. Eight years of pain and humiliation inflicted by you. Eight years of your torture. It’s my turn now. I don’t know if I can keep you alive for that long, but I’m sure gonna try.”

      Adam’s eyes flared wide.

      Havel picked up a scalpel from the tray next to Adam’s bed and held it up for the other man to see. Adam’s gaze flicked past Havel as though searching for escape. There was none. The dungeon was sealed tight. No one in and no one out unless Havel said.

      In a move Havel liked to call sweet payback, he’d taken Adam back to the place where he’d tortured and murdered his victims. Where he’d nearly killed Leeza. The building was deserted so Havel could play with Adam at his leisure.

      “I’ve been told you have hemophilia. I have to admit, I’d never heard of it before you.” His lips stretched into a grin. He wanted Adam to see the bloodthirst that resided inside him, that pushed him to maim and murder.

      At his core, he wasn’t so different from Adam. Obsessive and psychopathic with a lethal disregard for human life.

      If things had been different, Havel might have utilized Adam’s talents, but Adam had taken what belonged to Havel. If it had truly been the lady’s choice, if she’d been happy with Adam, then Havel might have been able to let her go. But Adam had hurt her and now Havel was going to hurt Adam.

      He pressed the scalpel to Adam’s upper lip, right under his nose. “I’m interested to find out how hemophilia works. Do you have to see the blood? Or is smelling and tasting it enough for you?” He pressed the sharp blade into Adam’s flesh, slicing a line across his upper lip. Blood trickled out, dripping onto Adam’s lips.

      Adam yanked weakly against the straps holding him down, his teeth gnashing, blood and saliva sputtering out from his mouth as the blood trickled in, choking him. With the wire holding his mouth shut he couldn’t do more than gurgle. His eyes rolled in his head and his skin took on even more of an ashen tone.

      Havel raised his brows. “That was interesting.”

      Havel played with Adam for hours, releasing some of the anger that had built up inside him over years of watching him with Leeza. Watching Adam touch, smell, and talk to her. Years that should have belonged to Havel.

      When he finished, he admired his handiwork. Adam had long gashes along his arms and legs, some that would require stitching. He no longer had a nose, but he would survive the disfigurement. In fact, with a blood transfusion and some patching up, he would be just fine for their weekly scheduled date.

      Stripping off his gloves, Havel stepped away, eying the mess in front of him dispassionately.

      “Make sure he’s ready for next week,” Havel said to Evelina, Adam’s live-in nurse.

      “Yes, sir,” she replied, her malevolent gaze on Adam. “Permission to lower his morphine drip while I suture him?”

      Havel nodded. “Make sure he suffers but keep him alive and don’t forget his insulin shot. Wouldn’t want him dying on us too soon.”

      Evelina was Danika’s sister, the victim whose head had ended up in a box destined for Leeza. Havel had recruited her to make sure Adam stayed alive for as long as possible.

      She smiled down at her patient. “With pleasure.”

      Content that he was leaving his new toy in good hands, Havel walked away from his dungeon intent on finding his wife and son and taking them out for a night on the town.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      “What if we put this one here?” Leeza leaned across the bed, nearly falling as her extended belly unbalanced her. She caught herself, pressing her hand against the building pressure in her abdomen as she set the stuffed caterpillar next to a stuffed stegosaurus.

      No, not there, Kris signed, his brows furrowing. This caterpillar represents the larval stage of the Monarch butterfly. He placed it on his bookshelf next to his magnifying glass and below his butterfly identification chart.

      Leeza grinned and ruffled his hair. He moved away, swiping a hand over his head, much the way Havel often did. Kris was picking up more and more of his stepfather’s mannerisms.

      “How do you like your new room?” Leeza asked gently. It was a sore subject and one that had been under discussion for months.

      After Leeza’s abduction and Adam’s death, Jozef had asked her and Havel to come back to the estate. At first, Leeza resisted, not wanting to open that Pandora’s box of memories, but as the weeks passed and she spent more and more time at the estate, she started to see it in a different light.

      It sprawled across a vast tract of land. There were acres of gardens and woods that held a unique beauty.

      She really did love the Koba estate and as the baby grew within her, so did her desire to be closer to family and friends. Saskia lived in the mansion alongside Shaun and Jozef while Ayaan lived in the barracks.

      Before agreeing to move, Leeza had negotiated with Jozef and he’d capitulated on every point.

      “I don’t want to build on the same plot as my old cottage. In fact, you should turn that area into a vegetable garden. The ash from the fire will make excellent fertilizer.”

      Jozef had shaken his head at her but had readily agreed. You can have the twenty-acre plot in the northwest corner.

      “Next to the stream?” she asked excitedly. She used to go horseback riding in the area and loved it.

      Once they’d agreed on the land, Jozef had brought in a team of builders and Leeza joyfully involved herself in every aspect of her new home. She chose the style of house, the features, the fittings, the hardware, the colours, everything. Havel occasionally pitched in his opinion, but mostly left the details to her.

      It had taken two months to build their new cottage and another to build a smaller one next door to theirs for Babi.

      After Anne’s death, Babi’s health declined. Loneliness and grief over the death of her granddaughter had nearly overwhelmed her. Leeza and Havel went to see her often and had worked on getting her to move.

      “If you move in next door to us, you’ll be able to come over and see Kris and the baby whenever you want.”

      Babi capitulated, but it had pained her to leave her home. That reluctance changed when she saw her new home. “Why, it looks the same!” Leeza’d had the builders create an exact replica of Adeline Tsotsarov’s one-story house, right down to the same pattern of wallpaper. “Oh, it’s perfect!”

      Leeza wished moving Kris had been easier, but it had taken months after the home was built and multiple visits before Kris was ready to move in.

      Now, they were finally in and settling down.

      When the baby comes, can I sleep in their room? Kris asked.

      “Why do you want to sleep in the baby’s room?”

      So I can watch over it, the way dad watches over you.

      Leeza melted. He’d started calling Havel dad a few weeks earlier when he realized the baby would call Havel dad. He’d asked if he could too, and Havel had nearly broken down in tears, but said that yes, he’d love if Kris called him dad.

      “You can sleep in the baby’s room any time you want,” Leeza assured him. “We’ll put a cot in there for you.”

      “Here you two are,” Havel said, striding through the door.

      Leeza’s heart leapt at the sight of her man. “You’re home!”

      He’d been on mission for the past week, leaving Leeza at home with Kris. Though Leeza continued to work for Guard Dog, she was officially on maternity leave. Her due date was in three weeks.

      Havel gathered her in his arms and pressed a lingering kiss to her lips. She breathed him in as they held each other. He smelled like fresh air and gun powder, which meant he’d gone straight from his assignment to her.

      “You haven’t been to the office yet?” she asked, frowning at him.

      “Had to come see you first.”

      “It’s against protocol.” She swatted his shoulder. “You can’t give your people shit for skipping debrief if you do it too.”

      “What good is being the boss if you don’t get to cut corners?” he grumbled, pressing kisses to her jaw and throat. “I’ll go and debrief if you come with me.”

      “Can’t,” she said breathily, her blood heating up as he nipped at her.

      “Why?” he demanded, pulling away from her.

      Kris tapped Havel’s arm and when Havel looked down, he signed, she’s having a baby.

      “I know, buddy,” Havel said.

      “Now,” Leeza supplied since he didn’t seem to be getting it.

      Havel stared at her, his expression one of incomprehension.

      “Havel, I’m going to have the baby.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, in three weeks.”

      “No… now.”

      Today, Kris signed helpfully.

      “What?” Panic replaced confusion.

      Leeza had to bite her lip so she wouldn’t laugh. “The pressure in my abdomen has been getting stronger throughout the day and my contractions started a few hours ago.” She looked at the time. “They’re every twenty minutes and last for about sixty seconds.”

      Havel looked thunderstruck and Leeza glanced worriedly at the only chair in the room in case Havel needed to sit down. It was small and plastic, unlikely to seat a 250-pound man.

      “Okay, I got this,” he said, seeming to shake himself out of his panic. He bent to scoop Leeza up. “Let’s get you to the hospital.”

      Leeza backed away from him. “No, Havel. You know I’m doing a home birth.”

      “I figured you’d give up that plan when the pain started.”

      “Don’t be a jerk.” She pressed her hand to her stomach when the pressure increased. “My plan won’t change.”

      “Okay, okay.” He tried to pick her up again.

      “Stop it!” She stepped away from him and Kris moved in front of her, crossing his arms and staring hard at Havel. “You can’t pick me up, it’ll put too much pressure on the baby.”

      Havel looked stricken. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

      Leeza swallowed her snappish response, reminding herself to be nice. He was worried about her and it wasn’t his fault she was beyond ready to have this baby. She wanted to be able to see her feet again, sleep through the night without having to get up to pee, and tuck Kris into bed without having to call for backup to help her get off the bed.

      “The doula is on her way and Shaun isn’t far behind,” Leeza reassured him. “She’s finishing up at the hospital, then she’ll be right here.”

      “She should be here now.” Havel paced, running a hand over his head. “You shouldn’t be alone.”

      “I’m not alone,” she argued. “I have Kris and Ayaan is somewhere close by.”

      “I mean medical personnel.”

      Leeza wound her arms around his neck to stop him from pacing. It was awkward with her belly, but she went up on her toes and pulled his head down for a kiss. “I know what you mean, lásko, but I am truly fine. I want this birth to be everything my first one wasn’t.” She’d been in the hospital and alone through the whole thing.

      He knew it, but apparently needed a reminder.

      He took a long, deep breath. “Of course, sweetheart. You’ll have everything you want.”

      “And you won’t interfere?” she asked.

      “I won’t interfere,” he agreed, his tone chagrined. “I won’t cause you any needless stress.”

      She knew it took a lot for him to exert iron control over his terror. His family was the one thing that could send him on a rampage.

      “Will you help me set up the pool?” She took his hand and pulled him out of Kris’s room.

      “Don’t you think – ”

      “We’re doing the water birth,” she said. “No more arguing.”

      They’d been fighting over Leeza’s birth plan from the moment they found out she was pregnant. Leeza wanted to make the birth a joyous occasion, surrounded by people she loved as she brought her new son or daughter into the world. She’d chosen a water birth and had hired a doula to help. Shaun would attend the actual birth once Leeza was ready to push.

      The only kink in the plan was Havel.

      He’d fired the doula twice and Shaun three times, insisting they would fly in the best obstetrician in the world who would give Leeza a painless C-section at the hospital.

      Leeza had calmly rehired her birthing team and ignored Havel’s overreactive behaviour. He would get there eventually, he just needed to realize that Leeza was right and he was wrong.

      Havel pulled the pool into the living room and filled it with air. It looked like a children’s play pool, but it was shaped in an oval so Leeza could rest her arms on the sides, and there was a seat in it.

      A knock at the door had Havel reaching for his gun. Leeza grabbed his wrist. “Do you really think a hostile is going to knock before attacking us?” She made her way slowly to the door, but Havel got there first. His hand was on the butt of his pistol as he checked the peephole. “Your sister.”

      Saskia bustled through, her arms laden with a giant stuffed panda and a bouquet of balloons. “We’re having a baby!” She threw her arms around Leeza, wrapping her in balloon ribbons.

      Havel extricated Leeza. “Why all the gifts? The baby won’t care.”

      “It’s not for the baby.” Saskia shoved the oversized panda at Kris, tipping him over. He giggled, sitting up with his arms firmly around the neck of his new bear. “I’ll spoil the baby when it can understand how cool Aunty Saskia is.”

      Another knock announced the arrival of Katerina, the doula, followed a few minutes later by Shaun and Ayaan.

      “Too many people,” Havel grumbled as the living room shrank with each arrival.

      Leeza loved it. It was exactly what she wanted. To be surrounded by the people who loved and supported her. Babi was the last to arrive, coming from next door with her walker.

      Though Havel would have preferred Leeza stay off her feet, he respected her desire to keep moving and breathing through the contractions. Hovering over her, he followed her everywhere as she tended to her guests.

      As she was coming out of the kitchen, he took a tray of sandwiches from her. “I draw the line at you carrying anything heavier than a glass of water.”

      She smiled and followed him back into the living room.

      The contractions lasted a few more hours before becoming close enough together for Leeza to climb into the pool. Havel helped her onto the bench and kneeled next to her, smoothing her hair off her face and kissing her.

      “You’re incredible, lásko,” he encouraged her when it was time to push. “You’re the most beautiful woman on the planet. You… you…” He paused, overcome with emotion.

      She reached back to grip him, her knuckles white, her body vibrating with tension.

      Shaun was kneeling between her legs, water sloshing up her arms. “I can see the head. Give me another big push.”

      Leeza gritted her teeth, squeezed her eyes shut and pushed with everything she had, grunting as the pressure grew unbearable.

      “We have the shoulders,” Shaun said. “One more push should do it.”

      “I’m going to give you the world after this,” Havel said in her ear. “All the jewels, all the houses, everything you’ve ever wanted.”

      She turned her face into Havel’s neck. “You’re all I’ve ever wanted.” She pushed one last time, putting everything she had left into it. She felt intense pain and a rush between her legs, then the pressure was gone.

      She watched with wonder as Shaun lifted the baby from the water. “You have a girl.” Then she passed the baby to Leeza who held her arms out eagerly.

      “Hello, lásko,” Leeza whispered to her newborn. Her tiny face was wrinkled and red and her eyes were screwed up. A cry escaped her lips.

      Havel touched her head, his hand massive in comparison.

      “Isn’t she beautiful.” Leeza said softly, then looked around the room. “Where’s Kris?”

      “It’s 3:00 AM, sweetheart.” Havel smiled at her tenderly. “He went to bed hours ago.”

      “Can you bring him? I promised he could meet the baby as soon as it arrived.”

      Shaun climbed out of the pool and Leeza was helped up and wrapped in a robe before she too climbed out. Havel helped her sit on the couch while Shaun checked the baby and swaddled her before settling her in Leeza’s arms again.

      A sleepy Kris walked into the room, his hand held tight in Saskia’s.

      Leeza reached out for him and he stumbled toward her. “Would you like to meet your sister?”

      His eyes widened and he stared down at the baby, his mouth forming an ‘O’. Can I touch her?

      “Of course you can.”

      He ran his finger over her head, marveling at the soft down of her hair. It was light brown but would likely turn a dark chestnut colour like Leeza’s. Kris gently lifted her hand and touched each of her tiny fingers.

      They’d spent months practicing how to be gentle with dolls so he knew exactly how to handle his new baby sister.

      Leeza looked up and realized everyone had left the room except for Havel and Kris.

      “How are you doing?” Havel asked, his voice shaking with emotion. “Can I get you anything? You must be…”

      She shook her head. “I’m perfect.”

      His bronze gaze glowed with love and happiness. “Yes, you are.” He sat next to her, pulling both her and the baby against him, then he reached for Kris, settling him on his knee. “We’re perfect.”
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Two Years Later

        

      

    

    
      Havel watched from the garden bench as his wife, who was sitting in the dirt with Kris, held a pair of binoculars to her eyes.

      Handing them to Kris, she pointed at a tree and signed, What do you call that one?

      It’s a Eurasian Jay, Kris answered promptly. A smaller member of the crow family C-O-R-V-I-D-A-E. They eat mostly insects and are known for their mimicry. They will even mimic birds of prey calls to frighten away other birds.

      Leeza beamed, looking at Havel to see if he’d caught what Kris had said.

      Havel smiled back, then returned his gaze to his daughter. Two-year-old Adeline Tsotsarov was fast asleep in his arms, thumb firmly in her mouth, having tired herself out by running through the house chasing their cat.

      Adeline’s round cheeks and rosy lips glowed with health. When her eyes were open, they were a golden brown colour, like Havel’s. She was a handful, especially now that she was steadier on her feet. Her favorite pastime was terrorizing anything that moved. She reminded him of a young Saskia, which was going to be hell on her parents as she got older.

      The entire estate doted on her and Kris, and Havel and Leeza practically had to steal them back and hide to spend time with them. Adeline and Kris bounced between the main house where Saskia and Shaun played with them and Babi’s house where they were spoiled with treats. Fatima visited them frequently doting on them as if they were her own grandchildren.

      Leeza stood and stretched.  She was wearing fatigues and her hair was done up in dual French-braids down her back. It was her mission look and it was sexy as hell.

      After two years, Havel figured he’d be over it, but every time he saw his wife in her fatigues, her hair pulled back, he wanted to drag her to the nearest bed, closet, or vehicle and fuck her until they were both satisfied.

      “You’re sure we’ll be back in time for Saskia’s graduation?” Leeza asked, sitting next to him and reaching for Adeline.

      Havel handed the baby over, smiling as she squirmed in her mother’s lap before finding a good napping position.

      “I promised we’d be back,” he said gruffly.

      She pinned him with a stern look, then buried her face against Adeline’s neck and inhaled. “Things happen in the field, Havel. I’d never forgive myself if I didn’t make it back in time. Saskia’s graduation is a big deal.”

      “We’ll make it,” he insisted.

      “Maybe I should stay behind.” She chewed her lip.

      Havel shook his head at her contrariness. She begged and bullied him for missions and now she was hesitating. “You’re coming.”

      “You’re going.” They looked up as Saskia joined them in the garden.

      “I’m not missing your graduation,” Leeza said stubbornly.

      “I’d burn your house down if you did,” Saskia replied making a face at Kris who was looking at her through the binoculars and giggling. “But it’s not often you leave me alone with your progeny. I’m taking full advantage of your absence to teach them all my evil tricks.”

      “You’re not doing a good job of convincing me to go.”

      “I don’t have to.” Saskia nodded toward Havel. “He wants you to go and he doesn’t take no for an answer.”

      “Why are you both so determined to send me on mission?” she demanded.

      Saskia glanced at him and he gave her a slight shake of the head.

      Leeza’s thirty-first birthday was around the corner and Havel wanted to give her something special. The only thing she loved more than her family was Guard Dog Securities. It had become as much her baby as it was Havel’s. So when an unusual mission had come across his desk, he’d decided to make it a gift to his wife.

      She believed he was taking her on another information gathering job with the rest of the team. Information jobs tended to be safer and were about the only kind of mission Havel would allow her to go on.

      But this job was different, and this time it would be just the two of them. They’d been hired by the wife of a luxury cruise line owner to dig up some dirt on her husband that would nullify their pre-nuptial agreement and then kill him, leaving a clear path for the wife to inherit the business holdings.

      It would be Leeza’s job to break into the man’s cabin where she would find the information the wife needed. Once she was done, Havel would pitch the guy overboard and call it a job well done. They would enjoy some time in the owner’s suite while admiring the ocean views, eating their way through the buffet, and sipping Champagne on the deck.

      “We should go.” Havel stood.

      Leeza kissed Adeline’s forehead before handing her to Saskia. “Don’t forget she’s allergic to pitted fruits.”

      “All mangos and cherries have been banished from the premises,” Saskia said seriously.

      Leeza smiled. “Thank you for staying with them.”

      “You have no idea how much I’m going to corrupt your offspring.”

      Leeza laughed. “I think I do, but it’s okay. Your kind of corruption is exactly what they need.”

      “Ready?” Havel asked, offering his hand.

      “Always.” Grinning, she took it and they left for their sunset adventure.

      

      
        
        THE END
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      Saskia hummed to herself as she unlocked and opened the door to her suite, tossing a garment bag with her graduation robe and cap across her couch.

      Graduation day was tomorrow.

      After four years of University, Saskia had earned a bachelor of arts degree in Lingustics. She was inordinately proud of herself. The first member of the Koba family to achieve a higher education. She couldn’t wait to stand on that stage, her friends and family cheering her on as she accepted her degree.

      Despite the effort it took to get, it also felt… kind of normal.

      Up to this point, Saskia had not led a normal life. But having her degree, having job skills, it was her key to independence. As much as she loved her family, or what was left of them, she despised the mafia. It was nothing but murder and mayhem, and that was the opposite of what Saskia wanted in life.

      She wanted a boring job that would enable her to live in a boring apartment. She’d get a cat and a plant that she’d let die. The plant, not the cat. She was pretty sure killing plants was a rite of passage for the newly housed. And plants were about the only thing she was willing to murder.

      She was different from her bloodthirsty relatives. Always had been. While she was playing with dolls, her mother and sister had been accessorizing weapons with thier outfits. She didn’t fit in then, and she didn’t fit in now. There was no place for her in the mafia.

      Which was why she was going to get a job as far away from Prague as she could get. As much as she loved her family and would miss them, it was time to strike out on her own. Time to find out who Saskia Koba really was.

      “Tomorrow,” she sighed, yawning.

      It had been a long day. She’d dropped off her textbooks, picked up her robe and met some friends for goodbye drinks. After graduation, most of them were going to new jobs.

      Saskia hadn’t applied for anything yet. Not becuase she didn’t want a job. She really, really did. But becuase Jozef wouldn’t allow it. He was determined that she would work for the Koba organization as their official translator. It was about the last thing Saskia wanted and she had a secret weapon.

      Jozef’s wife, Shaun.

      She was on Saskia’s side. She agreed that Saskia should get out and see the world, rather than stay cooped up in the mansion with Jozef watching over her for the rest of her life.

      Dragging her sweater over her head and tossing it aside, Saskia walked into her bedroom. She stopped, noticing a box on her bed. Frowning, she approached it slowly. Protocal dictated she leave it alone, find a bodyguard and tell them. Packages were to be left outside the recipients door, not on the bed. No one was to enter Saskia’s suite without her permission.

      Yet instinct told her there was nothing harmful in the package.

      “Be honest with yourself,” she whispered. “It’s not instinct.”

      She knew exactly who had sent the package, though she didn’t know how it got into her locked suite in a mansion full of cameras and guards. It was possible Ayaan had dropped it off, but as far as Saskia knew, Ayaan had no idea of her brother’s obsession with Saskia.

      Despite their close friendship, Saskia had never told her.

      She’d never told anyone.

      It was the one exciting thing in her life she didn’t have to share.

      She sat on the bed, her heart pounding with anticipation as she lifted the package and placed it on her lap. She knew it was from Radik becuase it was wrapped in shiny black paper with a bright pink ribbon, same as the other packages he’d sent her.

      He’d been sending her gifts on her birthday and at Christmas since the day they met three years ago.

      She pulled the ribbon, letting it fall away. Sliding the tip of her finger into the wrapping, she tore it away revealing a box. She lifted the lid and peeked inside, a slow smile spreading across her face.

      Reaching inside, she pulled out a book. It was large and heavy with a big glossy picture of a rainforest on the front. The title read, Welcome to the Congo. Setting it on the bed, she rolled onto her stomach and perused the book.

      The images were beautiful, each one a stunning picture of a different part of the African Congo. There were rainforests and savannahs, leopards and gorillas. Each picture was accompanied by a history of the area and the environmental threats encroaching on the flora and fauna.

      Saskia was completely absorbed, turning each page and consuming the knowledge within.

      As she finished, turning the last page, there was a short message written in black marker sprawled across it.

      
        
        Soon, my love.

        Yours,

        Sharif Muhammed Radik

      

      

      A shiver of fear combined with anticipation went down her spine. She closed the book, holding it to her chest as she sat up, leaning against her headboard, her gaze faraway as she thought about Radik.

      She’d only met him once when he came to the university to see her. The meeting had been brief and no words had passed between them, and nothing of consequence. But the moment that been charged with tension and Saskia had known down to the soles of her shoes that he was there for her.

      Yet, he had chosen to leave her alone, doing nothing more than looking her over before leaving the campus.

      She had no idea why he hadn’t enacted whatever plan he’d gone there for, but after that first meeting, the gifts had started showing up. Sometimes in her backpack, sometimes in her bedroom, sometimes in her car. There was never an explanation as to how they got there and she never dug too deeply, not wanting Jozef to find out.

      Perhaps she was being reckless keeping them to herself, but she sensed no ill intent from Radik. In fact, she believed him when signed his notes with love. She didn’t know how he knew her and her routine as well as he did, but he always found a way to get to her. And each gift only heightened the mystery, making her more aware of the man keeping tabs on her.

      She set the book on her nightstand and rolled onto her side, looking at the glossy image of a rainforest on the cover.

      Soon, my love.

      What did it mean? What did the book itself mean? Was he planning on taking her to the Congo? It seemed wildly romantic, but also very improbable.

      There was no way Radik could get through Jozef’s security to get to her. Besides, she had life plans that didn’t include being swept off her feet. She was twenty-one. She had a career to start, a planet to explore, and a life to live.

      None of it included a boyfriend who was more mobbed up than her mobster family. No thank you. She was getting away from that life of crime, which meant she had no time for the warlord. No matter how romantic or intense he was.

      With that thought, she got out of bed and shoved the book in the back of her closet along with the rest of the gifts Radik had sent her. Out of sight, out of mind.
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      Radik watched her through the security feed he’d had installed in her bedroom. It had been a risk, but well worth it. Being able to check in on her any time he wanted had kept his desire to take the woman at bay.

      She approached the package slowly, cautiously, but a smile spread across her face as she sat on the bed and lifted it to her lap. An answering smile teased his lips and he could feel the tension of the day drain from him.

      He poured himself a drink, sipping from the crystal tumbler as he watched his angel examine her gift. He was pleased to see her roll onto her stomach and immediately begin reading. He’d known it would be a good gift for her. She had an unslakable thirst for knowledge that was never satisfied.

      It was one of the many things he loved about her.

      From the moment he saw her in the university library, surrounded by books, her headphones blaring music in her ears, he’d known he would love her. Not just any kind of love, but the once in a lifetime kind he’d never thought to experience. Hadn’t believed in until her.

      After the meeting, he’d tried to put her out of his head. She’d been seventeen while he was thirty-five. An eighteen year age difference. It should’ve stopped him in his tracks. But it hadn’t.

      He’d been there to frighten her, to kidnap her for a day or two in retaliation for her family interfering with his sister. He’d wanted to shake up the Koba organization, show them they weren’t infallible by injuring one of their innocents.

      But one look into those beautiful brown eyes and, instead of driving him to hurt her, her innocence had sucked him in. He’d been unable to lay a hand on her.

      His obsession had only grown over the years until he could no longer deny it. There was no life for him without Saskia Koba in it.

      He’d given her time. Time to grow up, time to complete her degree. She was twenty-one now to his thirty-nine. Older, wiser, educated. He’d decided to allow her the time to finish her degree before taking her, but now that the time had arrived, he was hesitating.

      It didn’t seem right to allow her to reach this one shining goal without letting her go further. She wanted a career, she wanted normal. He would give her one year to achieve what she could. After that, he was done waiting.

      Saskia Koba would become his.
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        Saskia and Radik’s story is underway! For more information about future releases, please see Nikita’s website at authornikitaslater.com
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      Thank you again for reading!
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      Ignacio Hernandez had never before brought a woman to a meet. Then, they’d never met at a club before. The entire scene was unprecedented. Reyes didn’t do unprecedented, but he was willing to make an exception because he was curious. He could sever the Miami connection if he had to. It would cause some shockwaves, but it wasn’t out of the question. Ignacio was beginning to annoy him anyway. His poor decisions were beginning to affect the Bolivian. Such as bringing a woman like her to a meet with a man like him. Something that was meant to show off Ignacio’s power and wealth would become a big mistake.

      His gaze flickered over the woman, calmly drinking her champagne and orange juice as though she weren’t sitting at a table with four of the most dangerous men on the continental East coast. Two kingpins and their right hands. Only Reyes didn’t think she was as calm as she appeared. Her wrist trembled slightly, giving her away. She had enough presence to make sure that tiny shake ceased by the time it got to her slim fingers where they clenched the crystal of her glass. It wasn’t the fingers or her ability to remain coolly poised while the men around her talked business that captured his curiosity. It was the mark on the back of her delicate hand, permanent slash lines, viciously marring her porcelain skin.

      Anger burned deep in his gut, surprising him. Reyes rarely felt anything. Ever. Certainly not for a woman. This was how he made effective decisions. How he moved trade across borders with ease and cool logic. Emotion had been removed from him. First by a ruthless father, then by a vicious military stint in his home country and finally by an unrelenting, merciless prison sentence that had systematically broken him before he had, in turn, broken down the prison itself and owned it from the inside out. By the time he was released it was into a world of his own making; a world shaped by him on the inside and ruled by him on the outside.

      Yet the sight of this cool, blond beauty, so broken yet utterly resilient was doing something to him, forcing him to feel. He shifted in his seat, sliding his arm across the back of the leather, his eyes never leaving her while he listened to the other men speak. Negotiate terms. He didn’t need to add his voice. Alejandro, his right hand, knew the terms. Knew not to fuck up while in pursuit of new deals for the boss.

      Reyes wanted her. The electrifying anger he felt when his eyes caressed that mark assured him he would take the woman and make her his. Not because it infuriated him that she had been abused. No, he was not a good enough man to care about that. He was under no illusions he would treat her any better than Ignacio. Hell, he’d probably treat her much worse. Because Ignacio undoubtedly set her up like a trophy in his great mausoleum of a house and then ignored the unapproachable beauty.

      Reyes had no intention of ignoring her. He was going to take her and fuck every inch of her, just the way he wanted. Hard, brutal, mean. Exactly how he was. Exactly how this world had shaped him. Because he could. She was about to become spoils of war.

      No, he wasn’t angry about the mark on her hand at all. He was pissed that the mark was twisted into the shape of an “H” and not an “R.” He wanted her to belong to him, to the King. When he got his hands on the woman, that would be the first thing he changed.

      Finally, after nearly an hour of sitting in the booth together, his eyes rarely leaving her face, she lifted hers to meet his uncompromising gaze. And for the first time in his life, he felt his heart stop in his chest. He was unprepared for the impact. Her eyes – one startling green and the other amber brown – were vivid, stunning and unrelenting. Though her expression didn’t flicker once from the blank mask of icy beauty, he saw the burning disdain, the heated fury buried deep within those fiery orbs for the men that surrounded her. She despised all of them.

      His lip lifted in an answering sneer. She refused to drop her eyes from his challenge, despite her husband sitting at the same table. He wanted nothing more, in that moment, than to take this scarred Queen from her throne and tame her. He vowed, then and there, that he would eventually have her.
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      My night has gone to shit. I’m in Reno, a city I vowed never to come back to, robbing a house, that based on the intel I received, would be worth the risk ten-times over. I was assured that there’d be enough of a cash haul to allow me and mine to take a long vacation somewhere in Europe, even with the cut for my source. But Anthony’s information stinks. Sure, there’s a fucking safe, but when I open it, there’s nothing but air inside.

      I don’t immediately blame Anthony, my cousin on my mother’s side and just as fucked up as I am. Other than Rinna, my friend and saviour, Anthony is the only other link to my past. Until now, he hasn’t led me astray.

      The only hesitation I had when he passed me the intel was where the job would be. Reno. The worst time of my life was spent in this city, and it’s taken years to overcome the trauma. Not overcome, but carefully locked up in my brain alongside shame, grief, and guilt.

      But Anthony, who knows little of my past, doesn’t know the secrets I hide. He called me from Las Vegas and talked me into this job. He assured me that the house would be empty and not alarmed. He even told me where the window was that I could slip through. Easy, he said, but that was an exaggeration. I tore the ass of my catsuit as I wriggled through the narrow opening.

      The safe is where he said it would be and is easy enough to crack, but the bloody thing is empty. I can’t wait to tell my cousin that his 20% is blowing air.

      I close the safe, move into the living room, my balaclava in my hand, deciding what to do. Search for another safe, or go on my way, which is what I should be doing. Then my mental acuity shuts down as the roar of motorcycles startles me. They’re not on a midnight ride, don’t drive past. Instead, they pull up to the house that I am unsuccessfully robbing.

      My suspicions about Anthony start to take root. I always do my homework before a job. I know who this house belongs to, so I know, without having to peek out a window, that it’s Blackbeard bikers in the driveway.

      It’s not the first time I’ve tangled with bikers, but I’ve approached with caution after a run-in with a one-percenter club in Montreal. It was a misunderstanding, but their president didn’t see it that way. I got off with a warning to leave Canada and never come back. I’m surprisingly compliant when there’s a gun to my head.

      After I explained to Anthony why I was reluctant to rob a bike gang, he assured me that the Blackbeards rarely used the house, convinced me that his information was solid. Yet here they are, three men by my ears, unless they’re riding double. And they’re dropping by after midnight. For what? Sure, bikers keep odd hours, but this house has an air of desertion. It hasn’t been occupied for a long time.

      Maybe it’s a coincidence? Me, robbing their house at the same time three goons drop by for tea. Problem is I don’t believe in coincidences. Not really. Not this kind. I’m almost certain I’ve been set up by my cousin-in-crime. The only thing I don’t know is why.

      I decide Anthony’s betrayal is something to contemplate later as there are far more pressing matters to attend. At least three Blackbeard bikers are about to enter the house and I’m defenceless. Heading upstairs would only trap me and strolling out the front door doesn’t seem like a feasible option for escape. Neither does the back door as I hear the rattle of a key from that direction. The window I came through won’t work unless I can find a ladder in 10 seconds. Unlike the exterior wall, which is covered in rough stucco, the interior is too smooth for me sprint my way up.

      Besides, who knows if one of the men isn’t lingering under it waiting to break my fall.

      I curl up behind an armchair as I hear the creak of the front door. Even before light floods the house, I know my hiding spot is not going to save me. This night is about to get longer.

      One of the guys, short and husky in that steroid kind of way, saunters into the room, his eyes searching. Any doubts I had about Anthony setting me up are gone. They know I’m here. They know I’m trapped. The next time I see Anthony, I’m going to wring his neck.

      The guy with the muscles walks to the centre of the living room, his head swivelling from right to left, stopping dead when he spies me. His lip curls as he starts to say something, but before he can utter a word, he drops like a rock, his body hitting the floor, his head bouncing off the hardwood.

      Behind him is a man dressed in black. Not a catsuit like mine. Jeans, black biker boots, balaclava. Also, he’s holding a gun, which I am not. He locks eyes with me and puts a finger to his lips, a warning to keep my mouth shut. That’s not a hardship. I know how to be silent and motionless. It’s why I’m still alive.

      The guy with the gun is tall and lean, graceful as he steals towards the arch of the living room, just beyond my sight. A few seconds later, I hear a grunt and then a thud. Blackbeard number two is down, and I let out a premature breath of relief. One left to go.

      I’m not afraid. I do get scared at times because fear is a natural response, but long ago, I realized that it’s irrelevant to the outcome. Therefore, it serves no purpose. Thus, my heart rate is steady, my breathing normal as I stand to run out the back door.

      I’m partway across the living room, when the third guy materializes in front of me, pointing a gun. We stare at each other for a long couple of seconds before he breaks the contact. He looks over my shoulder, then crumples. The noise from the gun behind me isn’t explosive, just a loud pop, the sound a silencer would make.

      I stare at the dead biker as a bloody hole blooms in the centre of his forehead, then slowly turn toward my unknown saviour… or future murderer. He’s pointing the gun towards me.

      This is where it all stops, I think. In Reno, in a house I shouldn’t be in, shot by a man I don’t know. It’s ironic. I’ve come full circle. I’m back where I started. Where I almost died, and now, where I’ll take my last breath.

      I tear up because every action in my life has brought me here to my death. I think of Sean, my son, and Autumn, my sister. My best friend, Rinna, who saved my life and has kept my family safe. They’ll all grieve for me. Then of cousin Anthony, who betrayed me, the smug smile on his face that I’ll never get the chance to wipe off.

      I wait for the guy to pull the trigger. If he’s expecting me to beg, he’ll be disappointed. Begging rarely influences the result, especially when it comes to violence.

      Instead of the bullet I’ve braced myself for, he walks up to me, presses the gun into my ribs, then rips off my balaclava. “You’ve really fucked up my night,” he says in a dead voice that slides through my veins like ice water. His intense blue eyes stare into mine, cold and unforgiving. I realize I was wrong about my ability to suppress fear.

      I swallow, then clear my throat. “Sorry about that.”

      His lips tip up, but he’s not amused. His gaze doesn’t waver from mine as he reaches out and takes a lock of my hair, pulls it towards him and inhales.

      Everything inside me freezes as demons try to claw their way out from the box that I’ve locked down tight. If they escape, they’ll destroy my soul and I’ll lose the woman I’ve so carefully constructed.

      “Don’t,” I demand as I knock his hand away.

      He doesn’t react as he hands me the balaclava. “Put it back on.”

      It’s a life vest for me, the safety of darkness, and I cover my head, feeling secure inside it. Stupidly.

      Then he does something that outrages me. He fucking turns his back on me as if I have no power to hurt him. I hold my breath as he walks across the room and yanks a cord attached to a floor lamp out of its socket.

      I tense, getting ready to run.

      “Don’t.” His back is still turned, but the warning in his voice promises death.

      I freeze as he snaps the cord from the lamp, then returns to me. “Turn around.”

      I blow out a breath as I think about what to do. I’m fully aware my fight or flight response is one bad idea away from defending myself.

      I’ve hesitated too long as he lightly grips my shoulder and turns me so I’m facing away. He wraps the cord around my wrists and then yanks me backwards into his hard chest. “We’re going outside.” His words slide over me like melting ice. “You’re going to walk in front of me without speaking, without struggling or trying to run away.”

      It’s an expectation, not a warning or command.

      “And then?” I whisper.

      “I’m going to lock you in my van and come back to clean up your fucking mess. Keep your mouth shut and be grateful you’re still breathing.”

      An unsettling thought invades me; serial killers have vans. I decide to try begging on for size. Experiment with it. I turn enough that I can see his face. “Please don’t hurt me,” I whimper.

      If Autumn could hear me now, she’d vomit.

      He tilts his head as if he knows I’m full of shit. “Okay.”

      I raise my eyebrows at him and his lips quirk.

      He leads me out the back door and we walk in the shadows, our breaths heavy in the oppressive silence of the night, our footsteps barely a whisper. Two blocks down we get to the van. It’s seemingly innocuous parked next to a curb under a broken streetlight. He opens the back doors and picks me up like I’m a six-pack and places me inside, then forces me further into the interior as he climbs in behind me.

      The van is spacious, but he fills it with his presence. It smells like it has been freshly laundered and despite the summer heat, it’s cool. Under the dim interior lights, I see monitoring equipment, screens, headphones, all sitting on a desk-like table that seems to be bolted to the wall.

      “Who are you?” I say, my heart leaping at the idea that maybe he isn’t a serial killer. Maybe he’s a cop.

      He doesn’t respond as he sets me in a corner, forcing me down on my belly. The soft, thick foam under me causes my stomach to drop. He probably is a serial killer. He bends my legs at the knees and binds my ankles with the remaining electrical cord, then attaches it to my wrists, tightening it enough to make me grunt in pain. Then he pulls it tighter.

      “I think you’re good at getting out of tight spots, and I’d like you to stick around a while so we can talk.” His soft sinister voice makes my pulse jump. As he tests the knots, ignoring my protesting squeak, I tell myself to settle down.

      He’s right. I can get out of most situations, but I may have met my match tonight.

      He sits back on his heels and admires his handiwork, then pulls my balaclava off my head. “Wouldn’t want you to be uncomfortable.”

      I roll awkwardly onto my side so I can watch him as he moves around the van. He flicks a switch on his control panel and slides earbuds into his ears. Then he picks up a small rectangular kit and a backpack.

      He turns to me again, taps on one of the earphones. “It’s going to take a couple of hours to clean the house.”

      My heart falls at his words. “You’re kidding, right? You’ll be there for hours cleaning up the bodies.”

      He holds my eyes until I drop mine. “I don’t give a shit about the bodies.” He checks the time on the flashing panel and frowns. “Should be back by 3:00 AM.”

      The lights fade, then he’s gone, and I’m tied up like a pretzel alone in the dark.
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