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      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          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.
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      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 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
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