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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear readers,

      

      Thank you for purchasing Goodnight, Sinners. This is the third and final book in the Sinner’s Empire trilogy, following Sin of Silence and A Silent Reckoning. If you haven’t read the first two books, you will want to go back and start with them before continuing with Goodnight, Sinners. Each book must be read in order for the full reading experience.

      Goodnight, Sinners immediately follows the events of A Silent Reckoning. This book will continue the pattern of the first two books, with all sign language conversation taking place in italics. This book is a work of fiction and while some aspects will seem realistic, this book was written from the author’s imagination. I am not an expert in sign language, medicine, mercenary work, mafia, geography, or any other subject written into the book. I do research the subjects and themes within my books and try to write as realistically as possible, but this book should not be taken as an accurate representation on any of the above subjects. Having said that, it is important to me as an author to shed light on experiences that are not necessarily mainstream in romance writing. I hope that you enjoy my diverse characters and the situations I thrust them into.

      Please note, some of the scenes in this book contains elements of PTSD and panic attacks, which can be distressing for some readers. Please read with caution. I hope you enjoy Goodnight, Sinners, the third book in my Sinner’s Empire Series.

      Thank you,

      Nikita Slater
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      An explosion shook the building.

      Though they’d fought their own personal battle, the war still raged on the floors below them.

      Shaun tried to blink the dust away, then realized it was catching in her eyelashes. Drywall, plaster and pulverized stone were floating in the air, coating everything around them.

      “Jozef,” she croaked, rubbing her eyes. “We have to go.”

      He was sitting next to his uncle’s body, a look of shell-shocked despair on his face.

      He looked at her, and for a moment she doubted he recognized her.

      “We have to go,” she urged again.

      He shook his head and a cloud of dust lifted from his hair. His expression hardened as he gave a quick, decisive nod. He pushed to his feet and signed at her as he strode to her side.

      She blinked again, trying to clear her vision enough to see what he was saying.

      “No,” she said, moving away from his reaching hands. “I’m not going back into the safe room.”

      He growled and moved toward her, his intent clear.

      “I’m going with you,” she said stubbornly. “I’ve worked in battle zones. You have to trust that I can do this. I know how to stay out of the way and let the soldiers work. I just want to help.”

      When he still looked indecisive, she snapped, “My mother could be bleeding out on the floor somewhere in this building. You’re taking me with you.”

      He gave a curt nod and signed, you stay behind me and listen to every word I say.

      “Yes, I will.”

      Jozef grabbed a bulletproof vest from a hidden cubby behind the TV and thrust it over Shaun’s head, securing the straps against her sides. It felt strangely heavy, but it also gave her a feeling of security.

      When he released her, Shaun rushed to grab the First Aid kit they kept in the washroom. It was fully equipped with everything a field medic might need. It would be good enough until they could transfer the injured to a hospital.

      She threw on a sweater, zipping it up the front and wincing as the wound on her wrist gave a jolt of pain. It was strange to think that Dasha had attacked her a few hours earlier. Considering everything that had happened, it felt like days or weeks.

      She strode back into the living room in time to see Jozef strap a truly astonishing amount of weaponry to his body.

      “Is that a rocket launcher?” she asked when he slung a huge pipe-looking object across his back.

      He nodded grimly and reached for her hand, dragging her forward.

      You stay behind me and if I tell you to run, you run. You find the nearest safe room and lock yourself inside, understand?

      Nodding, her serious gaze met his.

      She read agony there, but he was doing his best to bury it. Touching his cheek, she tipped her face up to press her lips against his.

      He wrapped an arm around her waist and dragged her in for an earth-shattering kiss that lasted only seconds.

      “I love you,” she whispered, before he set her away from him.

      He nodded in return, pulling his gun and holding it low at his side.

      They’d barely cleared the apartment door when they found their first victim, the guard Jozef had stationed outside the door. At a glance Shaun knew he was dead. His bullet wounds had stopped bleeding and his eyes were open and glassy.

      Still, she dropped to her knee beside him and checked his pulse. She shook her head, stood and took Jozef’s proffered hand. They took off down the hall again, jogging while Jozef covered them.

      She knew Jozef should have both hands free in case they were attacked, but the warm reassuring squeeze of his hand against hers kept her sane as they searched the building. They came across two more bodies before they made their way to her mother’s apartment.

      Shaun stood back, tears in her eyes and heart in her throat as Jozef went ahead of her and did a first sweep. He glanced back to where she was standing in the doorway and jerked his head toward the bedroom.

      Shoving clothes aside, they reached for the back of the closet. Jozef punched the code into the safe room door panel. When the door opened, Shaun let out a cry of relief and launched herself past Jozef, wrapping her arms around her mother’s neck before Fatima fully knew what was happening.

      “Oh, my baby!” she exclaimed, gripping Shaun tightly. “Thank god, you’re okay. I’ve been going crazy in here wondering what’s been happening. I can’t hear a damn thing.”

      Shaun swiped at tears and glanced back at Jozef, who jerked his head toward the door, showing he was impatient to leave. She understood. He would want to check on his men and the club, round up any last attackers.

      “Mom, we have to go,” Shaun said gently, unwinding her mother’s arms.

      “No, you absolutely do not have to go,” Fatima snapped, standing to her full not-so-impressive height. “Or if you insist, then I’ll be going with you.”

      “No, mom,” Shaun protested, trying not to sound impatient.

      Jozef stepped between them and gently took Fatima’s face in his hands, then leaned down to kiss her cheek. When he let go, he made sure she was watching when he signed, you must stay here and stay safe.

      “But my daughter,” she protested, waving her hand at Shaun.

      She has battle experience. She knows how to provide medical care in combat situations. We’re looking for survivors. I promise, I won’t let anything happen to her.

      She stared at him hard before finally nodding. “You better keep that promise.”

      They left the room, Shaun’s parting words as they closed the door, “We’ll be back for you soon.”

      Jozef locked the door, gripped Shaun’s hand and pulled her from the apartment, scouting the hallway before waving her forward. She cringed as she heard gunfire coming from the floor below them.

      They checked each apartment, Jozef kicking in two of the doors that were locked. They were all empty except for one.

      “Oh my god!” Shaun exclaimed, hand over her mouth.

      The door was partially blocked, and they discovered why when Jozef gave the door an extra hard shove.

      A dead woman lay face-down on the floor. The back of her head was such a mess of blood and bone that Shaun didn’t bother to check for a pulse.

      Jozef rolled her over, and another shock revealed the woman as Giselle, a frequent customer of the club below and the woman who had pined after Jozef. Shaun felt a wave of pity for the woman, erasing any negative feelings she’d had toward Giselle’s jealous, petty nature. She’d been too young, too vivacious to die this horribly on the floor of an apartment.

      Jozef frowned down at her and glanced around, as if trying to figure out what’d happened. He strode toward the back of the apartment, seconds later making a sound of alarm that had Shaun hurtling toward him.

      “Halil,” she said softly as she looked around the side of the kitchen island.

      The young man was laying sprawled out on the floor, still as death, his eyes closed. There was a small, almost perfect hole in the middle of his forehead, as though his attacker had the opportunity to take aim. His skin was pink, which had Shaun dropping to her knees beside him and checking for a pulse. It was thready, nearly gone.

      She looked up at Jozef, a wealth of concern in her eyes. “He’s still alive, but he’ll die soon if he doesn’t get help.”

      Jozef looked torn, then frustrated. Finally, he jerked his head in a shake. No, he signed, we have to leave him. We have to secure the building.

      “I’ll stay with him,” she said quickly.

      You stay with me. A dead man can’t keep you safe.

      “But he’s not dead!”

      He reached down, took her arm and jerked her to her feet. He pulled her over Halil’s body and toward the door. Shaun glanced back, tears forming in her eyes. He wouldn’t live long, maybe a few more minutes. It was gut-wrenching to leave the young man behind to die alone on the floor after he’d survived a gun battle.

      When they reached the stairwell, they took the stairs two at a time, Jozef flying down, his gun raised to eye level and his shoulders hunched. She supposed he was making himself a smaller target and protecting his core as he moved quickly. Shaun ran after him, gripping the railing so she wouldn’t fall as she tried to keep up with him.

      It wasn’t until they reached Jozef’s offices that they ran into resistance. One of Krystoff’s men was pinned by the elevator, taking fire from an unknown opponent. He was firing back, but it was clear he wasn’t hitting anything. The man didn’t see them as they came out of the stairwell.

      Jozef strode up to the man and just as he turned to see who was behind him, Jozef put a bullet in his head.

      Shaun tried to swallow her shocked scream, but a garbled shout slipped from her lips.

      Jozef swung an icy gaze toward her, his expression impatient. He wouldn’t stand for her judgment when she’d insisted on coming with him.

      “I’m fine,” she said, rushing to his side. She avoided looking down at the man. There wasn’t any point in checking him for a pulse. Jozef was an excellent shot.

      Shaun went to step past Jozef, but he blocked her, pushing her back. He reached out and knocked loudly on the wall leading to the main part of the offices. His fist hit the wall in a booming pattern. Morse code, she suspected.

      “’Bout fucking time you got here,” came an answering shout.

      Shaun recognized Havel’s deep voice and when her gaze met Jozef’s he nodded. They carefully made their way through the maze of desks until they found Jozef’s second-in-command.

      “Shit,” Shaun breathed out, clutching her med kit.

      Havel’s big body was leaned back against the door to a cage with one arm propped in his lap and a gun clutched in his other. Blood poured from a wound on his shoulder, thick and steady. The pulse point in his throat was beating a rapid tattoo.

      Shaun dropped next to him and immediately set about unzipping her medical kit.

      “Good thing we kept you alive, eh doc?”

      Shaun’s head snapped up as she looked at him in disbelief but catching the humour in his eyes realized he was joking with her.

      She took a handful of gauze and pressed it against the wound hard enough to make him flinch. “You might not think so by the time I’m done with you.”

      He barked his laughter, then coughed. She didn’t like the gurgling sound he made.

      Jozef kept one eye on the hallway as he signed, I thought you were wearing a vest.

      “Asshole got a lucky shot,” Havel grunted. “It went in under my arm. Think it’s lodged against a rib somewhere.”

      I have to secure the club.

      “Go.” Havel waved his gun. “I’ll be fine.”

      Jozef reached for Shaun, but she lurched back and stared up at Jozef.

      He pressed his lips together and shook his head. You promised you would stay with me. You promised you would listen to every word I say. I’m telling you to move your ass now.

      She signed back, if I leave, he could die. He doesn’t have the strength to keep enough pressure on the bandage.

      “I’m plenty strong, doc,” Havel argued, proving his point by flipping his gun into the air, sending it end-over-end before catching it and pointing it.

      Shaun couldn’t help herself, she laughed, shaking her head. She quickly sobered. “Please go without me. I’ll be safer here than in the club anyway.”

      Jozef looked torn until Havel said, “I’ll take care of her, bro. You know I will.”

      Finally, Jozef nodded and without a backward glance, ran down the hall.

      Havel swiveled his head toward her, his eyes taking on a terrifying glassy sheen. “Now tell me what you wouldn’t tell him.”

      Shaun stood and removed her sweater, exposing her bulletproof vest. She glanced around and, spotting a desk lamp, flipped the ‘on’ switch and dragged it over to Havel, propping it up beside him so the light shone down at the carpet. Reaching into the medical kit, she pulled out a bottle of disinfectant, and used it to wash her hands and arms, then pulled on a pair of gloves.

      “We have to remove your shirt and vest and lay you down,” she said briskly, reaching for him.

      He grabbed her fingers. “Tell me.”

      She looked him in the eye and said, “The bullet nicked an artery. You only have a few minutes before you lose consciousness and maybe five more before you die. I have to stop the bleeding.”

      “Fuck me.” He sounded dazed.

      “Shirt, now,” she snapped, pulling her fingers from his.

      She grabbed the scissors from the medical kit and began cutting his shirt away. He grunted in pain but twisted his body to help her, his hand firmly over the wound, keeping pressure on it. It wasn’t enough, she could already see blood seeping through the gauze.

      She hooked her fingers in the heavy bulletproof vest, releasing the sides and then dragging it over his head.

      She helped him lay down, positioning the lamp so it shone directly on the wound.

      His eyes rolled up to meet hers as she used the disinfectant on the blade and clamps she’d dug out of the med kit. “If I pass out, you take this gun,” he waved it in the air between them, “And you fucking kill anyone who comes down that hall. You understand.”

      She smiled at him. “If you keep being so nice to me, I’ll start to think you like me.”

      He shouted in pain, then grit his teeth, as she peeled the bandage back and set to work with her scalpel, making the hole large enough that she could manoeuvre inside the wound.

      It took her seconds to find the bleeder and a few more seconds to clamp it. By the time she’d finished, her patient had slipped from consciousness, likely a result of blood loss and pain.

      She reached across his prone body and picked up the gun which had landed next to him on the now bloody carpet. She lifted it in one hand and pointed it toward the hallway, her other hand on his neck, keeping tabs on the steady rhythmic beat of his heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          Two weeks later

        

      

    

    
      Jozef took a deep breath, closing his eyes for a second, pushing his emotions into a tidy box to set aside for the foreseeable future. He wasn’t ready for this day. Hadn’t been ready a week ago when he made arrangements and definitely wasn’t ready now. What he wanted didn’t matter. His life had been one of duty up to this point, and his duties had only increased with the death of his uncle.

      Jozef strode around the limousine. Before he could open Shaun’s door, she opened it herself. He thrust a hand toward her, squeezing her slim fingers tighter than normal in his annoyance. He’d told her to stay put until he had a moment to assess their surroundings. Shaun’s thoughts had been so scattered since the night of the attack, he doubted she remembered what he told her.

      He didn’t blame her. His thoughts might have been scattered as well over the past few weeks, except he’d had to show fortitude as he managed damage control in his club, took over the entire Koba organization and took his place as a top Vor within the Bratva.

      In the two weeks following Krystoff’s death, Jozef had done more for his reputation, holdings and standing within the Bratva, than he’d done in the past several years. Everything hinged on the death of his uncle.

      He involuntarily squeezed Shaun’s fingers too hard again, and she looked at him. There was no censure in her eyes, only shock and grief. The same look that had been there since that night in their apartment when everything had gone to hell. The look hadn’t abated and Jozef didn’t have time to deal with it.

      His fiancé was traumatized once more, and he didn’t have time to be there for her. The situation made him want to howl at the unfairness, but he had to hold his shit together. Not only were people depending on him, but a loss of control at this crucial point would be very dangerous.

      The Bratva would replace him in a heartbeat if they thought he couldn’t manage the Koba organization, Prague, and the surrounding territories.

      “Are you okay?” Shaun whispered, her gaze roving over his face and down his body. “You look great.”

      For a split second there was a sparkle to her golden eyes. It released the tight knot in his chest. This was one reason he loved Shaun. She was intuitive, knew what to say, and could look past her own trauma to help others.

      Jozef gave her a grim smile and tilted his head toward her. He released her hand so he could sign, I would love to say the same, but truthfully, I despise that colour on you. You are too beautiful to wear black. You should be draped in colour.

      Her lips tilted up. Not quite a smile, but the closest thing she’d managed in two weeks. She signed back, that’s the sweetest insult I’ve ever received.

      Jozef chuckled and gathered her against his chest, kissing her lips. He held her tightly, holding her head to his, her chest to his, her hips to his. He loved feeling her body against his. It grounded him while chaos surrounded them.

      She was wearing black heels, a slim fitting black dress and a knee-length black coat. She was bundled for the cool December weather, but looked sophisticated and beautiful. Her heels made her almost the same height as Jozef.

      He stepped away from her and linked their hands, guiding Shaun forward. Havel fell into step behind them, while the rest of Jozef’s men followed. Havel had talked to Shaun in the vehicle about what to expect. Jozef wasn’t worried, Shaun was the epitome of grace and poise. She did well under pressure, despite her panic attacks, which had returned.

      “Shaun, Jozef.” Fatima joined them from a separate escort.

      The night of the attack, Terek had made the life-saving decision to hustle her into her panic room rather than try to sneak her out of the building. As a result, Fatima hadn’t seen even a moment’s action. Jozef had given the man a sizeable bonus for saving the life of his mother-in-law.

      Fatima was dressed in black as well, her somber golden eyes searching Jozef’s face. He wasn’t sure what she was looking for, but something in her expression softened and she gave him a weak smile.

      Fatima took Shaun’s other hand.

      Jozef followed the path through the cemetery until he reached his family plot. The Koba mausoleum was in a secluded part of the cemetery, surrounded by trees. The grass was cut short around the large stone, white-washed building, and there were flowers in the holders by the door.

      Most of those invited to attend had already arrived. Jozef nodded at Klaus, an old friend to both Krystoff and Jozef. His gaze was unyielding, angry. He might understand the transfer of power and how it came about, but he wasn’t happy with the situation. Jozef would have to schedule a meeting.

      Jozef’s gaze followed the line of men, his gaze meeting Alexei Ivanov’s. Jozef schooled his features so as not to give away his surprise at seeing a senior member of the Russian Bratva at his uncle’s funeral. Of course, Krystoff had been connected, and so now was Jozef, but the Bratva rarely traveled into unsettled situations.

      Standing next to Alexei was Yuri Antonovich, gatekeeper to the Bratva. The man acted as both a Vory and a secretary. He was cold-blooded and brutal. He would kill his own mother if it meant getting ahead. If he made Jozef’s accession within the Bratva difficult, Jozef could have a rocky few years ahead of him.

      Yuri’s steady gaze met Jozef’s and, after a prolonged moment where neither man looked away, Yuri finally nodded his head. Jozef returned the nod. Yuri turned to his man and said something. The two were standing a short distance away. Jozef couldn’t hear them, but he would bet his newly acquired fortune Yuri was asking his man to arrange a meeting.

      Havel pulled the door of the mausoleum open for the immediate family to pass through. The rest of the mourners would remain outside until the family had finished.

      Jozef stopped for a moment to pay his respects to his parents, whose names were etched onto two marble plaques and set in the wall: Analise Koba and Gregor Koba.

      Shaun squeezed his arm and stood quietly beside him, her gaze on the beautifully carved marble.

      Jozef moved past his parents’ plaques to stand next to his uncle’s urn. It was large, almost the size of one of his aunt’s great vases, made of white marble and inlaid with gold. It was resting on top of a white stone pedestal and would remain until after the ceremony when they would place it in the wall with the plaque affixed afterward.

      The service was short and standard, without fanfare. Though top mob bosses often had lavish funerals with many mourners, it wasn’t in Krystoff’s nature to seek the extra attention. He had been a reserved man.

      Without Aunt Dasha, Leeza or Saskia in attendance, it hadn’t seemed right to give Krystoff more than a basic ceremony. Jozef hadn’t wanted to plan anything for the man he’d killed, but he’d had to do something. Show his respect.

      It wasn’t uncommon for the mantle of a mafia family to pass down to the heir through bloodshed. It didn’t make taking over an organization from someone Jozef loved any easier.

      He’d had no luck in locating any of his female family members. He had to admit that they were craftier than he’d given them credit for. His job had always been to protect them; he hadn’t spent enough time with them as individuals to see their strengths.

      He believed, given reports from the hospital, that Leeza had rescued her mother before fleeing the city. It hammered one more nail in her coffin. Had Leeza been willing to simply disappear, Jozef might have let her go. Told the Bratva she’d been quietly executed and buried in a forest somewhere. Now that he was certain she was aiding the woman responsible for the downfall of the Koba organization, Jozef would have no choice but to put her down. Swiftly and without mercy.

      It grieved him that the cousins he’d grown up with, that he’d spent a lifetime protecting, were now his targets, but he would do what was necessary. He would do his duty.

      He had no plans to kill Saskia, but he needed her located and brought back into the fold. She was a loose cannon on the outside. She was highly intelligent, but she was also erratic and unpredictable.

      Shaun slid her arm through his and looked at him expectantly.

      Jozef blinked and glanced around. The service had finished, and the mausoleum was opened to the other mourners.

      Jozef accepted the well wishes of those gathered as they filed through. Shaun spoke soft words of condolences, while Jozef shook hands. Finally, once everyone left, Jozef took a moment to say one last goodbye to the man who had been a father to him. He allowed himself to feel everything he’d been holding in for two weeks. The grief was nearly overwhelming.

      Shaun clasped his hand tightly as he blinked back tears. Together they turned and left the cemetery, following the procession back to the mansion for a brief reception.
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      Dasha waited until the cemetery was empty. Jozef’s men were stationed all over the grounds in anticipation of either her or the girls showing up. Dasha wasn’t stupid enough to actually attend her husband’s funeral, but she couldn’t leave without saying goodbye.

      She waited until evening fell, then wound her way through the trees until she had the Koba mausoleum in her line of sight.

      It was a risk. Jozef might still be on the lookout for her. She didn’t care. She would rather court death than leave without one last word with her husband. She rushed down the hill and through the doors of the mausoleum, slamming them shut behind her.

      Dasha walked slowly to the plaque on the wall that had her husband’s name etched into it. She touched it with her fingertips, tracing each beloved letter. It seemed impossible that two weeks ago he was living, breathing, making love to her. Now he was ash.

      She banged her fist on the plaque, wishing she’d thought to bring a chisel or something to pry it off the wall. She wanted Krystoff’s ashes. They belonged to her, not to the cold, dark box that held them hostage.

      She turned her back to the wall, pressing herself against the cold marble before sliding to the ground in a heap. Her arm twinged painfully in its sling beneath her jacket.

      For the first time since learning of Krystoff’s death, she allowed the tears to fall. They rained freely down her face, dripping onto her chest. She didn’t know how long she sat and cried for, but it surprised her.

      She didn’t cry. Ever.

      She’d spent years hating this man until the day she realized she didn’t. She’d fallen in love with her mobster husband, but Dasha hadn’t realized quite how much she loved him and depended on him until now. Her life had been a series of events that were out of her control. In order to regain that control, she’d learned the art of manipulation, which often meant putting her feelings on the back burner as she fought her way to the top.

      She’d loved Jozef’s parents.

      Gregor Koba had been just like Krystoff. Big, bearded, jovial, but also chillingly brutal. Annalise Koba had been beautiful. Like Jozef, she’d been tall, slim, graceful. And like the rest of the family, she had also been brutal.

      Dasha hadn’t known if they were plotting against the Koba patriarch, but she wasn’t willing to wait and find out. She’d preemptively done what her husband hadn’t been able to do. She’d eliminated the potential threat to their organization.

      All for nothing. The organization had fallen into the hands of the son, despite all of Dasha’s machinations. She should’ve eliminated the child when she’d had the chance, but when she stood over him, gripping the knife that should have ended his life, she’d been unable to bring herself to do more than destroy his voice. He’d retaliated by pulling the knife out and stabbing the man who’d been holding him, killing her accomplice.

      “You should have been stronger,” she sobbed to her dead husband. “You should have taken care of the boy for me. You were weak, and you allowed your heart to get in the way of what you knew you had to do. Now we’re all dead.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Shaun hated everything about the mansion. It had never been her favourite place, but today, the heavy opulence made her want to scream. Then again, everything made her want to scream. She was barely keeping her shit together, and the only reason she appeared to be calm was because she knew Jozef needed her to project a united front for the guests.

      She understood the importance of the occasion, the funeral and the reception. They were living in a volatile and dangerous situation. Until Jozef brought his uncle’s organization completely under his control, the threat of enemies could and would haunt them.

      When he’d told her of the importance of the funeral, Shaun had decided she could pull her shit together until they got home. She could do it for Jozef. He was the one who’d experienced the loss of his family, not her. Yet, it hit her like a ton of bricks and settled on her shoulders as a colossal weight.

      Jozef had moved them into the Koba estate the day following Krystoff’s death. She’d balked, but he’d insisted it was the only thing they could do. He had to project a front of complete control. He was expected to take the seat of power along with all the Koba assets.

      He’d stripped the master suite and had their bed brought in. It turned Shaun’s stomach that she was sleeping in the same room where Krystoff and Dasha had slept only days earlier. Nightmares plagued Shaun, keeping her awake at night and turning her into a zombie during the day.

      It wasn’t like when she worked an extra-long shift at the hospital. She understood long hours. She hated them, but she was prepared to put them in when she was working.

      But the nightmares… they sapped her strength and stole her ability to concentrate. She wanted to be strong, to engage, to be there for Jozef when he needed her most.

      Instead, she watched helplessly as her topsy-turvy life became even more unrecognizable. She might have broken down completely, if not for Jozef’s constant vigilance. Despite having an enormous weight dropped on him, he spent nearly every waking moment with Shaun, his beautiful eyes concerned as they searched her for answers. He kept her close at all times, including during business meetings. She sat with him in Krystoff’s study while a procession of men came and went, reporting, begging for a job, begging for their lives.

      It was a rare glimpse into Jozef’s mafia dealings, and it both fascinated and frightened her. At first, she’d listen closely, waiting for Jozef’s contacts to leave before asking Jozef the questions that piled up in her head. She’d always imagined mafia to be so sinister and had seen a lot to confirm these thoughts over the past few years. Yet, the inner day-to-day workings were very much like a business and Jozef was proving himself, at least in her eyes, to be a master businessman.

      After a few days, the conversations became repetitive. She’d stopped listening, instead choosing to pick up a book and curl into a chair by the fire.

      When he finished his meetings, Jozef would take her hand and lead her to the private dining room to eat. She hadn’t known that room existed until Jozef showed her. She’d always eaten with the family in the formal dining room.

      The smaller room was set off the kitchen, making it easier for the staff to bring their meals. It had become Jozef’s habit to eat off Shaun’s plate before allowing her to eat. He said until they found his aunt, there was still a risk for Shaun.

      Shaun couldn’t move without a contingent of armed men shadowing her steps. After Dasha’s attack in the restaurant, Shaun appreciated the vigilance. She couldn’t close her eyes without reliving those moments, both in the bathroom and in the car, when Karl, her bodyguard, had died. Then, later, the apartment, the bodies, her inability to save them all, knowing that her fiancé had been responsible for killing some of them.

      Shaun went daily to visit her mother, who’d decided not to move to the mansion. Shaun wanted her mother close but understood why Fatima would want her own space. As much as she loved her daughter, she was an independent woman.

      Fatima had taken Karl’s death particularly badly. She’d insisted on handling all funeral arrangements, which Jozef had been happy to give up, after handing off a list of guests who would want to attend the wake. It was a pitifully short list; Karl’s sister, a few friends and Jozef’s men. Karl was well-liked, but his entire life had revolved around the Koba family. He had lived and breathed their security until the day he died in the line of duty.

      The painful memory of Karl’s small but warm funeral brought fresh tears to Shaun’s eyes. She hadn’t known him well, but he’d been kind to her and she respected him.

      “You okay?”

      Shaun looked over as Havel stopped next to her.

      Havel had warmed to her considerably after she’d patched his wound on the floor of the Guard Dog Securities office. He’d woken up minutes before Jozef had come back to collect Shaun. Havel had taken the gun from her and taken over protecting both of them. Neither had told Jozef about those few moments when Havel had been unconscious. Shaun didn’t think Jozef would blame his second-in-command, but it seemed important to Havel to be in control of himself at all times.

      After Jozef had come back, he’d asked her to go with him to the club where more of his men were injured. Jozef shadowed her every step as she worked on those in need. Two more of Jozef’s men had been shot, one wound serious, the other superficial. She worked on the seriously wounded man first, then moved on to the wounded who weren’t Jozef’s men. Jozef stood over her with a gun trained on the men as she worked to patch them up.

      It was like being in a war zone again, and many of the images she saw that day were seared into her memory. They featured heavily in her nightmares.

      She shook the memories away and turned to Havel, who was looking down at her with concern. He was wearing a black suit and tie, his arm sitting in a sling. He hadn’t been wearing it earlier when they’d been in the graveyard. He’d said he didn’t want his movement obstructed if he had to act quickly.

      “I’m okay,” she told him.

      It was a lie, and they both knew it. Havel didn’t call her out for it, though. He nodded and continued to stand sentinel next to her until Jozef could make his way back to her. Havel wasn’t okay either. He hovered around her and Jozef and looked haunted, even though he tried to suppress the emotions.

      It helped to have him near. It was like having Karl again. She felt less lonely, less lost in a world she didn’t understand. A world that swallowed people up and either turned them into killers or captives.

      Which was she now? Killer or captive?

      The air seemed to go out of the room and Shaun searched desperately for Jozef. He was standing with the two Bratva men Havel had pointed out to her. He was nodding his head, but his face was unreadable. She couldn’t tell if he was happy, sad, angry.

      She hated when Jozef became blank to her.

      A cold sweat broke out across her body. She shivered and wrapped her arms around herself. It didn’t help. The squeezing in her chest continued, suffocating her until she thought she would scream.

      A warm hand touched her back, causing her to jump. She looked at Havel, unable to hide her vulnerability. She hated him seeing her this way. He’d been the one who’d wanted her to die all those months ago when they first met. He had rightfully pointed out that she didn’t belong in their world, and now here she was, proving his point.

      “Breathe,” he told her.

      She nodded, unable to speak, and turned her mind to her breathing exercises. As she sucked in air through her nose, releasing it through her mouth, she practiced her therapist’s mental exercises. She pictured a filing cabinet in her mind. Reaching in, she opened a file and carefully placed her fear and all the terrible memories inside. She closed the file and replaced it in the cabinet. She closed the drawer and locked it, sealing her fear away. It wouldn’t stay there forever. She would pull it out and examine it when she was ready to deal with the trauma surrounding the emotion, but for now, anxiety and fear wouldn’t serve her well.

      When Jozef approached, the two Bratva men following him, Shaun was breathing normally again and able to give him a tight smile. Havel’s hand fell away from her back before Jozef could see him touching her. It was an innocent touch. Shaun knew Havel had no designs on her, but Jozef didn’t like any of his men touching her unless there was a good reason.

      Jozef took her hand and lifted it to his lips, kissing her fingers, before letting go.

      Come with me, he signed, then added, both of you, looking at Havel. We have a meeting to attend.

      “I’ll say goodbye to my mother first.” Shaun held her breath as she realized she should have made it a question instead of a comment. Havel and Jozef had warned her she needed to play submissive around the men of the Bratva.

      Of course, Jozef signed. I’ll go with you.

      They left the two men with Havel and made their way toward Fatima, who was sitting on the couch with a woman who was sobbing. Shaun didn’t recognize the woman, but she seemed genuinely distraught by Krystoff’s death. Judging by the size of the reception, Krystoff had been a well-liked, well-respected man.

      Fatima was handing the woman a tissue, looking up as Jozef and Shaun arrived by her side.

      “Shaun, Jozef, this is Cece Mountbatten. She had gone to school with Krystoff and kept in touch with him over the years.”

      “I’m so sorry for your loss,” Shaun said, reaching a hand out to the woman.

      Cece narrowed her eyes and slid along the couch, further away from Shaun. “You,” she said scathingly. “This is all your fault. I talked to Dasha a few months ago. I know everything.”

      Jozef was quick to tuck Shaun against his side and drop his hand beneath his jacket where his holster lay. He narrowed his eyes at the woman, silently telling her to back off.

      “Where is your aunt?” she asked Jozef. “Did you have her killed too?”

      Jozef’s body tightened, but Shaun was quicker. She took a step in front of Jozef.

      “You’ll want to control yourself, Ms. Mountbatten.” Shaun’s voice was chilly. “If you knew Dasha and Krystoff the way you say, then you know that this is the wrong room and the wrong group of people to throw accusations around.”

      Shaun lifted her gaze to the two Bratva men and the woman followed her line of sight. It was clear she either knew who they were or understood the implication behind Shaun’s words.

      Fatima pushed herself off the couch and stood to Jozef’s other side. “You are welcome to mourn, but you won’t be insulting this family while you’re enjoying their hospitality.”

      “I…” she stared at the trio in front of her. “My apologies, I’m simply distraught over what happened. If you’ll excuse me.”

      The woman stood and quickly left the room.

      Once she was gone, Shaun deflated. Defending Jozef had come easily to her, but the energy it took after so many sleepless nights was almost more than she could handle.

      “Do you think she’s going to be a problem?” Fatima asked anxiously. “I saw her crying and thought no one should have to cry alone. I shouldn’t have spoken to her.”

      Jozef shook his head. You should speak with whoever you want. C-E-C-E won’t be a problem. She knew my aunt and uncle a long time ago, but she has no power to make a nuisance of herself now.

      “We’re going to a meeting,” Shaun told her mother, remembering the reason they’d come over. “Will you be alright alone?”

      “If you don’t need me anymore, I think I’ll go home.” She hugged each of them and waved to her new bodyguard, heading toward the man.

      “Thank you for assigning someone to her. I think it helps her feel more secure.” Shaun watched her mother talk to her bodyguard, smiling at something he said.

      Her safety means as much to me as yours, Jozef signed. Come, it’s time for us to find out what the Russians have to say to me.
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      You’ll translate, Jozef told Shaun, leading the procession into his study and closing the door. He took Shaun’s arm and led her to the seat she liked in front of the fireplace.

      She sank gratefully into the plush leather armchair, wishing she could kick her shoes off and rub her feet. It had been a long day for heels, but she chose them knowing there would be powerful men at the funeral and reception. She felt better, more powerful, with more height. She couldn’t afford to look weak around these people, couldn’t afford to make Jozef look weak. He’d been preparing her for weeks so she would understand what was at stake. It wasn’t just his livelihood, but their lives as well.

      Jozef didn’t invite the others to sit, so the group of men remained standing. Shaun nearly stood as well, wanting to be on equal footing, but resisted the urge. Jozef placed her in the chair for a reason. She wouldn’t question his decision. Not in front of these men, anyway.

      While Jozef poured drinks, Shaun studied the two newcomers.

      One was named Alexei Ivanov. Jozef had told her the man was there to assess the level of organization surrounding the Kobas. If it looked like Jozef had the situation well in hand, then he would keep the power he had seized for himself. Alexei could make Jozef’s life difficult if he took a less than stellar report back to the rest of the Bratva.

      The man wore a beautifully tailored suit. He was tall and robust. He looked to be around fifty, but it was difficult to tell. She looked him over with a professional eye. He’d had work done. Facelift, cheek surgery, chin surgery, lip surgery. She wondered if cosmetic surgery was common to the oligarchs of Russia or if this one was vain.

      Shaun glanced away, realizing her bias toward these criminals could be a problem if she continued down the path of her current thoughts. She didn’t think cosmetic surgery was inherently wrong. She’d seen gastric bypass surgeries give patients a new lease on life and something as simple as a Botox injection give patients the self-esteem they needed to face the world again.

      But there was something about Alexei that rubbed her the wrong way. She just knew he chose his surgeries with the same whim he used to choose his next meal.

      She glanced at the other man, Yuri Antonovich. She was curious about him. Both Havel and Jozef had warned her to keep her distance. Neither explained why, but she suspected it had something to do with the cold, slimy eyes slithering down her body and resting on her crossed legs.

      She held his stare for several uncomfortable seconds. The heat rose in Shaun’s cheeks and she was about to move, just to break his intense look, when Jozef stepped in between them, breaking Yuri’s line of sight.

      Shaun sighed her relief and accepted the glass of red wine Jozef handed her.

      Jozef stood next to Shaun’s chair, his hand sliding across the back. He didn’t touch her, but his presence warmed the room and chased away any lingering panic she’d been feeling earlier.

      “Let’s get started,” Alexei said, glancing around, probably for a chair. When he failed to come up with one, he leaned his hip against Jozef’s desk.

      Jozef dipped his head in a nod and straightened. He positioned himself so the men could see him and so Shaun could too for translation. She didn’t understand why he wanted her to translate instead of Havel, but she suspected it was so Jozef could project a united front to the Bratva. She was to be his bride and would occupy an important role in his life and organization.

      There is nothing to discuss. I will not relinquish my title or holdings to the Bratva. You will recognize my right to ownership, or you will declare war with the Czech Republic.

      It was everything Shaun could do not to gape at Jozef. Then it was everything she could do not to question him in front of these men. He’d assured her that these two men spoke for the Bratva and could bury the Koba organization if they judged against Jozef. Did he really want to start off so aggressively?

      Apparently, he did.

      Shaun dutifully translated.

      Alexei laughed. A chilling, disdainful laugh that gave Shaun goosebumps.

      “You speak boldly for someone of your position. You are new to the title of Vor, yet you challenge those who are well established. I’m not sure if you are incredibly smart or stupid, but I will warn you to go more carefully with this conversation.”

      Shaun agreed with Alexei.

      Jozef didn’t.

      You will recognize my claim, or you will leave. If you choose the second option, the next time we meet you will die by my hand.

      Alexei straightened from the desk and glared at Jozef. “You shouldn’t make threats you could come to regret. The power of the Koba organization may be behind you, but you are in disarray. You couldn’t organize a coup if you wanted to, and you certainly couldn’t bring it to Moscow.”

      Are you so sure of that? Do you want to risk everything on that assumption? We are a powerful family with a powerful nation behind us. We have allies in Poland, Ukraine, and beyond who will not hesitate to side with me. Some who are tired of living under the thumb of the Bratva would welcome a war.

      Shaun bowed her head as she translated, not wanting to meet the eyes of Alexei as she said the words.

      She felt a slight tug on the back of her head and realized Jozef was lightly pulling her hair. He wanted her to project a calm and professional front. They’d already talked about this.

      Shaun took a deep breath and straightened her spine, lifting her chin. She didn’t meet Alexei’s gaze, but she feigned the calm arrogance Jozef always seemed to project with such ease.

      “You would make an enemy of Moscow?” Alexei asked incredulously.

      “Enough.” This came from Yuri, who calmly interjected into the conversation. “Jozef is not threatening. I have known this young man since he was a child, he does not threaten. He will follow through on everything he says, even if it kills him. Am I correct?”

      Jozef didn’t respond, and Shaun supposed he didn’t need to. His actions spoke louder than words. He’d made a name for himself as a mobster and a mercenary.

      “We were sent here to welcome you to the Bratva and negotiate terms, not threaten the empire you have rightfully claimed,” Yuri continued. He was calm and measured, but there was a coldness to him that Shaun suspected seeped into every aspect of his life. She wondered if she was looking at a true sociopath.

      Then let’s negotiate, Jozef signed while Shaun spoke for him.

      “Twenty-five percent and you will attend all Bratva meetings for five years until we are sure of your loyalty.”

      Jozef barked his laughter but quickly sobered. Eight percent and I will attend the annual meetings only.

      Shaun realized Jozef wanted these men to think he intended to treat the Bratva cavalierly, but in reality, she knew he had great respect for the institution and was looking forward to joining the ranks of the Vory. She wondered why he was playing hard to get.

      “You will pay twenty percent and you will attend the next five meetings, then annually.”

      Havel and Alexei stood silently, watching while Jozef and Yuri negotiated. The percentages confused Shaun. She didn’t understand what exactly they were negotiating. Her confusion must’ve shown on her face, because when she glanced up, Havel began signing to her, quickly and out of sight of Alexei and Yuri.

      They’re negotiating for a portion of Jozef’s fortune. He will relinquish the amount they agree on, then he will pay that same percentage of his yearly earnings.

      Shaun discreetly nodded and sent Havel a quick smile while she continued to translate. It helped to understand what the men were negotiating for. She didn’t know how much money Jozef had inherited from Krystoff, but she suspected it was quite a lot.

      Ten percent and annual meetings.

      It was Yuri’s turn. “Fifteen percent and one visit to Moscow in the next few months, then annual meetings after that.”

      Twelve percent, Jozef signed.

      Yuri’s gaze settled on Shaun’s face as he thought about it. Then he nodded, his head bobbing up and down in an exaggerated motion. “Fine, twelve percent and you bring your lovely fiancé to the palace when you visit. You can explain your marriage plans to the council.”

      Jozef growled, but Shaun reached out to take his hand, squeezing it. He looked down at her. His eyes were glittering with anger. She was the only thing that could set him off like a firework. It didn’t matter what anyone said to him, he was always the picture of calm unless she came into the discussion.

      Shaun turned a smile on their guest. “I would love to visit Russia. It’s always been on my list of places to visit.”

      Yuri’s gaze continued to linger. “You must allow me to show you around the Kremlin while your… fiancé is busy.”

      Shaun shivered but kept the smile plastered to her face. “Of course, that would be lovely.”

      Tension vibrated through Jozef and Shaun gripped his hand harder to keep him from flying across the room and strangling the Bratva’s secretary. She didn’t know what the man was playing at, but she suspected he was deliberately trying to provoke a reaction.

      Havel must have sensed the same intention because he stepped forward and said in a jovial voice, “Come, we must celebrate the success of this negotiation with Vodka. We have the best here, imported from your homeland.”
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      The soft glow of the lamp caressed Shaun’s features, giving her an ethereal appearance. Jozef had been watching her for hours, occasionally picking up a nearby book and reading while she slept. He wouldn’t sleep himself until she woke.

      Her enormous orange cat, Fitzy, was curled on top of the blankets against the inside of her knees. He was relaxed but alert, his eyes open and shining in the lamplight as he waited. He knew what was coming as well as Jozef did.

      Shaun had been experiencing nightmares every night since the attack on the club. Like clockwork, her body would jerk beneath the covers, then she would cry out, until finally she was thrashing and screaming for help.

      Jozef stayed awake so he could bring her out of her nightmare before it reached that point. He knew he wasn’t getting enough sleep and that it could make his thinking sloppy when he couldn’t take a single misstep, but he refused to allow Shaun to suffer. Not even for a few extra seconds.

      Watching over her had become an obsession. He watched her constantly through cameras as she drifted restlessly through the mansion. He watched her while she ate and slept. Watched as she tried to navigate a mansion filled with staff. He clocked her every move and worked to help her when she hit an obstacle. She didn’t know it, but he’d fired a maid who’d gotten impatient with her and a gardener for snapping at her when she stepped off the stone path winding through the garden.

      He knew it would be a long time before Shaun could consider the mansion home, and he would do whatever it took to make her feel more comfortable. If he could, he would burn it to the ground and start over, but the estate was too important to the Koba organization. It was a symbolic seat of power.

      Given their past, it amazed Jozef that Shaun wanted to try to make things work with him. But she’d been clear. She was with him willingly now, and she wanted to work on their relationship. It was a far cry from a year earlier when she couldn’t see a clear path for their love. It’d taken a lot of sacrifice on her part to get to where they were now.

      Jozef owed Shaun everything. She might’ve been the catalyst that ultimately pulled his family apart, but she also helped him see the reality of his existence. His family had valued him when it was convenient. They’d used him to further their own gains. He’d been the guard dog rather than the loved son he’d always longed to be.

      Without Shaun, he wouldn’t have questioned Krystoff’s orders. He wouldn’t have wondered what’d happened to his parents, instead continuing to believe the old story of revenge killing. He still didn’t know the whole truth, but now he knew to look past the half-truths and lies.

      Before Shaun, his existence had been simple. He’d been a weapon; point and shoot. Now, he was master of his own destiny.

      A sigh escaped her lips and he straightened in his chair. The nightmare was coming. It always started this way, quiet and soft, like a pleasant dream. He’d asked her about it once, but she’d shaken her head and cuddled into his chest so they couldn’t sign.

      Normally, he would’ve insisted she talk to him, but he didn’t want to push her to the breaking point. She was fragile, vulnerable, and too easily broken. He shoved a hand through his hair and leaned forward in his seat, elbows on his knees as he watched her face.

      He wished he could take her away. Give her a few days of peace without the constant pressures of a new and massive household, a mafia empire, and a fiancé with too many demands on his time to give her what she needed. It was a bad time for a vacation, though. The worst. The Bratva, his enemies, his allies, they were watching his every move; waiting for the moment he fucked up so they could pounce. Jozef wouldn’t give up his position without a war, which meant he needed to be present, every step he made carefully choreographed.

      Then an idea struck him. A very stupid one that he nearly rejected out of hand. He knew a place he could take her. A place he needed to visit anyway. Two days wasn’t much. They could get there without anyone on the estate knowing until they were already gone.

      Shaun would love it. The area was peaceful.

      He shook his head. No, too risky.

      A moan slipped from her, and she tried to lift her arm. The blanket trapped it. He carefully lifted the blanket, and she flung her arm out, nearly hitting him. He smiled grimly and gently took her proffered limb, caressing the silky smooth ebony skin.

      Fitzy stood, stretched and walked to the end of the bed where he could watch over his mistress from a safe distance.

      Shaun’s brow wrinkled as though a fly were buzzing around her head. Except this one was on the inside. Slowly her frown melted into an expression of panic and she opened her mouth to scream.

      It was time.

      Jozef climbed onto the bed with her, gathering her against his chest. He wrapped one hand around her head and held it against his chest so she could hear his heartbeat as she woke up. It seemed to help calm her.

      Shaun was a heavy sleeper, which made waking her up more difficult. Jozef had learned to let her come out of it mostly on her own, with a little help. He would be there to comfort her when she woke up completely.

      Her cries grew progressively louder, shattering his heart with each one. It
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