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            ABOUT RUNNING WITH THE DEVIL

          

        

      

    

    
      IT’S SO GOOD TO BE BAD!

      Enter the world of Running with the Devil where you’ll meet bad men who don’t take no for an answer and the women who take them on! Experience long-standing rivalries, buried secrets, shifting loyalties, and steamy encounters!

      Running with the Devil is a contemporary 12-book mafia romance series that takes readers on a thrill ride of suspense and romance.

      The books in this series can be read as standalone but are connected by common themes and characters. For the best reading experience, it is recommended to read this series in order.

      RUNNING WITH THE DEVIL READING ORDER:

      Book 1: The Darkest Hour

      Book 2: Secrets Inside Her

      Book 3: Black Knight

      Book 4: Without Mercy

      Book 5: Hard Lessons

      Book 6: Courting Trouble

      Book 7: Shattered

      Book 8: Past Sins

      Book 9: Wild Card

      Book 10: Fallen Angel

      Book 11: Duplicity

      Book 12: House of Shadows

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Aleksei was tired of the wait-and-see game he was playing with the pretty Russian woman. She was either Yekaterina Olegovna or she wasn’t, and he had no way of telling from a distance. He had a picture of her, but it was six years old and while she fit the basic physical description, there were differences.

      The picture he held was of a young woman of 19 years with short spiky blue-dyed hair and heavy dark-framed glasses. Her lips and her long fingernails were painted black and she was grinning into the camera like a Cheshire cat. She was wearing contact lenses; he was sure of it because her eyes were unnaturally blue. She was one of seven in the picture, three of whom died in Moscow six years ago, two who died in the intervening years – one knifed to death in a dark alley in Rome and the other, sadly of natural causes. The sixth recently “jumped” from a bridge in New York City. That left Yekaterina, not deliberately saved until last even though she held the key to everything. She was simply better at hiding than all the others.

      The woman heading towards the diner was the same height as Yekaterina, but this one had long dark brown hair that hung well past her shoulders in seductive waves. Thinner by maybe 20 or 30 pounds, which meant nothing – people lost and gained weight all the time. She wore no glasses, again it meant nothing. What she would have is a dimple on her right cheek if she grinned, and a small heart-shaped tattoo under her right ear. The smile in the picture, one of genuine joy, was probably Yekaterina’s last happy one before her world imploded on her. He’d studied that smile for several weeks now. It drew him, inflamed him, haunted him. And now, well now, if he saw it, he would know.

      He’d been following the woman since the day he arrived in Vancouver, over a week now. His contact, Nikita, perhaps the only man he trusted in this world, had left him a message on the dark web in their private chat room, pointing to her. Right age, height, nationality. A possibility worth his time to check out. Her life in Vancouver surprised him and he hadn’t yet decided if she was admirably intelligent or painfully stupid. Her alias was Katerina Smirnovna and for the past year and a bit, she’d been in the employ of Anatoly Kharzin. Second in command to Rusya Savisin, leader of the Vancouver Bratva, Kharzin was one of the most feared bratva men in both North America and Russia. She would be well protected, but also vulnerable if the Russian mob found out her secrets.

      It was exciting – this possibility. As he was tracking her, he had imagined her hiding in a small town in a small house with a picket fence because that’s what women did when they wanted to hide. They nested, they married, had children, created a life of lies that was convincing enough even to themselves. They forgot about their past sins, thought their indiscretions wouldn’t catch up to them. And for Aleksei, they were painfully predictable.

      But if she was the woman, if she was Yekaterina, then it got so much more interesting, because she was still flirting with danger. No children, no husband, no picket fences. It would shake up the mundaneness of what he had originally thought of as just another job. There was more to this woman than silly blue hair and black lipstick. Maybe more challenge.

      Being a contract killer wasn’t as glamorous as popular culture made it out to be. The only thing that films got right was the very good pay. Otherwise, it could often get boring. Few knew his name, most referred to him as the Ghost. He didn’t get shot at, his victims didn’t outwit him and none of them ever fought back. No. Those who saw their death in his eyes, begged and pleaded for him not to kill them, but even that was rare because he wasn’t a cat and he didn’t play with his prey. If they were to be dead, he made them dead without getting up close and personal. If there was information to be extracted before they died, then he extracted it. He rarely had to hit anyone or make them bleed. He had simple methods of torture that were generally effective, especially if the victim believed that they would live once they gave up their information. Of course, they never did. If he had a conscience, he might feel bad for the bit of hope he let them have.

      It was a career though, like any other. He got the contract, did the job, got paid. The worst thing about it was the travel. The hotels, the jet lag and the food. Especially the food. These days, he found himself less inclined to eat anything that came from an animal. It seemed savage and barbaric to destroy a life to feed himself, but he ate what he had to eat to fit in however he needed to. The food in North America was the tip of the iceberg in terms of what the world consumed, and while he could eat anything if necessary, he had the occasional nightmare about some of the foods he had digested.

      Aleksei followed the pretty woman into the diner. She ate lunch there almost every day and he found that interesting. She didn’t appear to make her own meals. Even her shopping was simple. Cereal and milk, fruit, cottage cheese, sometimes chips or popcorn. Occasionally a deli sandwich and salad. She didn’t seem to have a refined palate.

      The diner itself was nothing special, small with booths and a counter with stools. The smell of stale grease wafted from the kitchen and turned the white walls a revolting hue of pale yellow. A disorderly din of crashes and bangs from the kitchen, cooks and waitresses calling to each other and customers vying to be heard made Aleksei shudder. It was not a place he would frequent without a compelling reason.

      The woman of interest sat at the counter, where she usually sat, on the exact same stool she’d occupied the day before. Such a creature of habit. All humans were, including himself. It would be interesting research, and maybe one day when he retired from this job, he would study it and write papers. How not to be killed by an assassin. That would be a good book to write.

      Setting aside his post-retirement aspirations, he decided that today was the day to determine whether he was wasting his time. Today he was going to get up close and personal with the woman. He hoped she was Yekaterina and he hoped she would be as interesting as she seemed. If she were the woman, they’d get to spend a lot of time together. First, she had information he needed, then very likely they would have to travel to retrieve the prize she’d hidden away six years ago. Then of course, she’d die. But he was already becoming fond of her, so he didn’t spoil his day by dwelling on her death.

      If she was Yekaterina.

      As he approached the counter, the waitress dropped a glass of water in front of the woman and said, “The usual?”

      His little Russian nodded. So serious. He had to get her to smile or draw her hair behind her ear. He sat down on the stool next to her and watched as she stiffened her spine. A spark of satisfaction raced through his brain when she turned to him. Brown eyes, sharp, sparkling, suspicious. “You must not be from around here,” she said.

      She made no attempt to hide her accent. He, on the other hand, knew how to sound like many different ethnicities. Today he was going to be straight up American. “Why do you say that?”

      She was studying him, examining him, trying to decide about him and he loved that she was doing that. Being curious in an almost aggressive manner, unlike most Canadians and even Russians for that matter. Maybe it was because of her bratva ties or maybe it was because she’d been on the run for six years.

      Aleksei wasn’t worried about what she saw. She’d see what he wanted her to see, decide what he wanted her to decide. He was very good at his job, very good at not standing out. When he wasn’t trying to hide, he was six feet tall and 190 pounds, but not fat. He kept in good shape. Women noticed him when he wanted them to and ignored him when he wanted them to.

      Today, he rounded his shoulders to make himself look less tall and confident, wore slightly out-dated glasses and scuffed loafers, an old Henley too tight across his faked potbelly and some boring brown golf pants. Today, his dark brown eyes were blue, his brown hair was blonde. He had a growth of whiskers on his chin that was intentionally patchy, and he smelled sweaty, like his 12-hour deodorant had only lasted six hours.

      Whatever she saw didn’t impress her and she answered his question with a question. “Where are you from?”

      He spun his stool towards her. “Seattle.”

      She frowned like she’d bitten into an anchovy and she reached for her water to wash the taste of his unsavouriness out of her mouth. “Why are you sitting next to me? Anyone from Canada or Seattle would know that you are invading my personal space.”

      Aleksei shrugged, a small pitiful smile. Little stuck-up princess, deeming him unworthy already. “The seat was open and you’re pretty enough, I guess. I thought it might be nice to talk to someone over lunch.”

      The waitress came by with a menu and dropped it in front of Aleksei. “To drink?”

      He smiled at her too, but she didn’t smile back. He decided he didn’t like this disguise. It made him too unattractive. “Water’s fine. Bottled please.”

      As she left, he turned to the little Russian. “Where are you from? That’s a pretty accent you have.”

      “It’s French Canadian,” she said lightly, and Aleksei almost laughed out loud. It was the worst French-Canadian accent he’d ever heard. And even though he thought she was being flip, he wanted to say that to her, but it was too soon to give her a clue. Six years of running, she might still be guarded.

      The waitress returned with his water and a cheeseburger for the Russian. He tried not to frown as she dug into it, taking a huge bite, then two smaller ones, chewing quickly and using water to help wash it down.

      “I’m Alex,” he said to the little savage devouring her meat as he handed the menu back to the waitress. “A tomato and lettuce sandwich please. Whole wheat, not toasted and nothing on it but butter.”

      Aleksei turned back to the Russian who had already taken three more bites of her burger and was wiping her greasy fingers on a napkin. “And you are?”

      She swiped at her lips. “Kate.”

      “I’ve seen you in here before, Kate.” He shouldn’t have said that, but she was so intriguing. Her lack of response to him as a male was unusual for a woman her age. Granted, he wasn’t a prize in his current disguise, but even so, he was paying her attention and that should have gotten at least a casual glance or two. But she didn’t react and so he wanted to goad her.

      She dropped the napkin on the counter and took another bite of her burger, chewed then swallowed and Aleksei got caught up in the bob of her throat. If she were mine, he thought, there’d be no more burgers for the little wild cat. He’d want her mouth clean and minty when he kissed her.

      She reached for her water and took a deep drink. “Are you stalking me, Alex?” She said it matter of fact, barely glancing at him. A lesser man would be pissing himself at this point because she was truly that lovely and contained.

      Aleksei decided not to let her put him off. “Not really stalking you, no. But you’re not hard on the eyes, so I noticed you.” He watched the frown play at her lips as he said this. He thought she wasn’t happy with his praise. It wasn’t big enough for her. For some reason, that gratified him.

      “There are other beautiful women who eat here.”

      Aleksei grinned inwardly at the sideways compliment she gave herself. He shrugged, looked around at the other patrons, then back to her. “But none with eyes like yours.”

      That got her attention and she gazed at him. Stroking him. Contemplating him, like she was trying to make up her mind. “Okay.” She nodded as the waitress brought by his sandwich and set it in front of him.

      Aleksei took a bite. The tomatoes tasted like garbage. Not fresh, not even sliced today. “Okay what?” he said, his mouth still full of the foul-tasting shit.

      “Okay, I’ll have sex with you.”

      Aleksei choked on the bite of his sandwich, had to rinse it down with his water. “You’ll what?”

      Her gaze was flat, hard, uncompromising. She flicked her eyes to her watch then back to him. “I only have ten minutes though. Will that be enough time? Are you close by?”

      Aleksei was speechless, which was not anything he’d ever been by accident. “I… that… uh…”

      She nodded like he had confirmed what she was thinking. “Probably plenty of time.”

      He dropped his sandwich on the plate and narrowed his eyes at the woman on the stool next to him. Ten minutes wouldn’t even be close to what she’d need if he decided to fuck her. Poor kitten. But he had to establish her true intent. “You’re not serious, are you?”

      Then she grinned, a beautiful, bright smile, showing her perfect white teeth and a dimple.

      His heart leapt into his throat, his chest thudded, and he was irritated by his response to the realization that he was going to get to play with this woman.

      He’d found Yekaterina.

      She threw some money on the counter, stood and placed both her hands on his shoulders from behind, giving him a small pat. “Sorry, Seattle. I just realized I have no condoms with me. Maybe another time.” She didn’t wait for a reply as she turned and strolled out the door.

      Little tease. Aleksei took another bite of his sandwich then abandoned it, almost spitting the tomato back onto the plate. He paid and left.

      He wanted to catch up with her, press his gun into her side and force her to walk with him to his car. Make her understand the fragility of her existence. But he wasn’t ready for her, not yet.  She would find out soon enough not to fuck with him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          2 weeks later

        

      

    

    
      Katya slowly came awake. Awareness in her brain first, the dull thud of a headache and her mouth dry like she’d been drinking. Except she hadn’t been. She didn’t drink like that anymore. She lay still for a minute, maybe two, keeping her eyes closed, assessing, listening.

      She wasn’t alone. It was subtle, the faintness of breathing from a few feet away and though her head was thumping, she zeroed in on it. She was on a bed, the mattress comfortable enough, smelled okay. Sheets under her but no blanket covering her. She was chilled and she tried to determine if she was dressed. Definitely her bra, but no jacket, no long-sleeved T-shirt. Dark in the room, some soft light leaking through her eyelids. Hands, feet didn’t seem to be restrained and she subtly flexed her fingers.

      Time to open her eyes. She moved slightly, touching her thighs together, no pants either, but panties. She pried her eyelids up, just a slit, her pupils adjusting to the light, her eyes tracking, not seeing, then finally, all the way up. There he was, a shadow in the corner, in an armchair, leaning with his elbow, resting his chin on his closed fist. She couldn’t see his face to make out if she knew him and he didn’t move though he was facing directly towards her.

      She rolled to her back. Her body ached, bone deep. Not muscular but whatever she’d been drugged with packed a hell of a punch.

      She wondered what questions she should ask first. Why, where, who? She knew the why. Well, maybe not. It could be any number of reasons these days. It could be related to her employer, Anto Kharzin, or his wife, Marisol. Maybe Jackman had helped himself to her. After all, a few months ago, she stole his prize even as she saved his life. Or Rusya Savisin, the leader of the Vancouver Russian mafia, who didn’t give her the time of day. That didn’t mean his enemies wouldn’t try to test her loyalties.

      But she didn’t think it was any of these reasons. She thought there was only one reason why she was in a room, on a bed, with only her underwear on, her head heavy with some sort of drug and no memory of how she got there.

      She tried to sit up and a dark, disembodied voice floated to her. “Stay down.” Fluent Russian, flat, commanding. She obeyed.

      If it was Russian they were going to speak, that was okay. It was her native language. “Where am I?” Her voice sounded like it had rusted as she slept.

      He stood then, and walked to the bed, sat down on the mattress next to her causing the bed to creak, causing her body to bounce and another thud of pain in her temples. “My place, Yekaterina.”

      She closed her eyes slowly, then reopened them. “I’m not Yekaterina.”

      He reached, long fingers gliding along her hairline, down the side of her forehead, pushing her hair from her face. He touched the right side of her neck just below her ear. Slight pressure, then the fingers traced her heart-shaped tattoo. “You are Yekaterina.”

      Her eyes burned, though she knew tears were useless. She found that out six years ago. They changed nothing, fixed nothing, moved no one. She squeezed her eyes shut to banish them. “Are you going to kill me?”

      He was still touching her, skimming his fingers down the side of her neck, across her throat and up over her cheek to her eye. He ran a thumb under the shallow of it, just above her cheekbone and scooped a tear that had escaped. “Maybe.”

      She opened her eyes to look at him. She wasn’t helpless even though the drug in her was weighing her body down. He seemed to be tall, not monstrous like her boss, but maybe six feet. In his 30s, she guessed. Dark hair, dark eyes. Dead eyes. Broad shoulders and chest, tapering to a slim waist. It told her that he kept in shape, would not be easily overcome. His lips, his nose, his cheeks all fit his face well. A strong chin and forehead. Maybe handsome but she was undecided. He hadn’t yet shaved today. “What time is it?”

      He stood and she tracked him with her eyes as he walked to the kitchen. Small place, whatever it was – a kitchen and a bed in the same room. Two armchairs, no couch that she could see. An apartment maybe. If she screamed, the neighbours would hear, but he didn’t seem concerned about that. Maybe he’d killed the neighbours.

      He took a clean glass from a cabinet, filled it with water from a filtered bottle and brought it to her. “Have a drink. It’s almost 8pm. You’ve been out several hours and you’ll need something to drink to get you through the night.”

      She pushed herself up and fought the wave of dizziness that flooded her. He was offering her the glass and she took it, thinking she could smash it and slice him with the shards. He didn’t seem like he was worried about that either. Perhaps she should test his reflexes. She took a sip, her eyes boring into his as she did so. “What’s the drug?”

      He shrugged, holding her gaze. “Doesn’t matter. It’ll wear off soon. I want it to wear off. I need you alert.”

      She raised the glass, took another drink, then he stopped her, took the glass and returned to the kitchen with it. “Not too much. I’ll let you use the bathroom before we get started, but after that, no bathroom breaks until we’re done.” His voice was even, soft, the tone a silk-wrapped warning of what was to come.

      Her stomach churned as he turned his back to her in a way that almost dared her to attack him and she wondered why he’d do that. A test maybe, to see how compliant she was. “Who are you?”

      He twisted back towards her, sought out her eyes. “Are you hungry? You should eat something. I’ll make you a sandwich.”

      She raised her voice slightly, added an edge of aggression. “I asked you who you are.”

      “Aleksei.” He returned his attention to the counter, picked up a knife and sliced a tomato that was sitting on a bamboo cutting board.

      Her brain tapped at her. She wished the drugs would wear off so she could think clearly. Aleksei. She knew him, but not him. Someone like him. Then she remembered. The diner, a couple of weeks ago. The American tourist, Alex. He was Alex, but not. She sucked in a lungful of air and he heard.

      One side of his mouth quirked up as he glanced at her. “I checked. You still don’t have a condom, but I have some, so we’re okay.”

      Maybe she deserved that.

      He turned then, two plates, each with a sandwich and handed one to her. She took it, looked at it, the soft whole grain bread, the slices of red peeking out from under the crust, the bread carefully sliced crosswise so that there were two neat triangles on the plate. “You must really like tomatoes.”

      He gave her a small smile as he sat next to her on the bed almost brushing her thigh with his. “Eat. You’ll need to keep your strength up.”

      She picked up one-half of the sandwich and bit into it. The tomatoes were juicy and a little squirted out the bottom and fell on her belly. She looked down at the splash, saw her bareness and looked back up. “Where are my clothes?”

      He shook his head. “You won’t need them.”

      She returned the sandwich to the plate and set the plate in her lap. “Ever?”

      He shrugged, taking another bite as he chewed. “They were ugly anyway. If it turns out you need clothes again, I’ll get you something decent to wear.”

      Nausea rose in her throat and she held the dish out to Aleksei. “I can’t eat this. I might vomit.”

      He frowned, his face a mask of disappointment. “These are the best tomatoes I’ve found. It’s too bad.” But he took the plate back, standing and setting it on the kitchen counter. He turned to her as he ate his sandwich, his eyes watchful, considering.  When he finished, he wiped his fingers on a paper napkin, then held his hand to her. “Time to get started. Bathroom break first.”

      Katya slipped off the bed, refusing to touch him. The lingering effects of the drug seemed to have worn off. She didn’t feel dizzy as she stood, but her muscles still ached.

      He narrowed his eyes. “I’m not easily offended, but between the diner and today, you are trying my patience.”

      She tried to appear nonchalant, tried to keep her voice from shaking. “I don’t want to get too close to you. I don’t want my heart to break when I kill you.”

      He laughed then, short and abrupt, but genuine. “I like you, Yekaterina. You’re not like the others.”

      That hurt. Which others? Her friends? Her lover? She wondered if any were still alive.

      She had a small satisfaction that he waited until she stepped past him and pointed the way to the bathroom instead of leading her. Maybe he wouldn’t be so quick to turn his back on her again.

      He stood in the bathroom and watched the floor as she peed, leaning against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest. He was strong, Katya decided. And wiry. Intelligent too and dead inside, she could see it in his eyes. Coffee bean brown, but nothing expressive, no shine, no life. Dull. He would torture her until she gave up all her secrets and then he would kill her.

      She flushed, pulled up her panties and turned to the sink, turning the tap, running the water and soaping her hands. It had to be now, she had to make a break for it now. She looked into the mirror, caught his assessing gaze, his stance still casual, arms folded lazily across his chest, nothing to indicate that he was on alert.

      She shook her hands of water, then turned off the tap and reached for the towel, wiping slowly.

      “Done?” he asked.

      She nodded as she turned towards him. It was time. She grasped the edges of the towel firmly in her hands and leapt at him, throwing the towel over his head, then crossing the ends and tightening. She climbed his body with her feet, gripping the towel, letting her weight add to the tension of her makeshift noose, trying to swing around him, so she was at his back.

      He was so fast as he reacted, as he backhanded her across the face. Her teeth sliced into her cheek, but she swallowed the pain, hung on, tried to overcome him even as she was forced to drop her feet to the floor for leverage. Her heart was hammering in her chest and she was getting dizzy. The fucking drug.

      He slammed her into a wall, bruising her spine, then whipped her around and kicked her feet out from under her. They fell to the floor, she underneath him, cushioning his body as he dropped his full weight on her. It knocked the wind from her and she loosened her hold a fraction, enough that he forced the towel from her hands, then twisted her around, so her belly and breasts were mashed to the tiles under her. He turned her weapon on her as he wrapped it around her neck, dragging it backwards, until her neck felt like it was going to snap. She struggled, choked cries escaping her lips as she brought her hands up and clawed at the towel.

      He leaned into her, his breathing unsteady. “It’s better to choke someone from behind. It’s more effective.”

      “Please,” she gasped, still scrabbling with her fingers, the lack of oxygen reaching her brain. She was going to pass out and then he loosened his grip, let the towel fall from his hands. She dropped her arms to the floor and cradled her head in them. She was afraid now, more afraid than she’d been before. His reaction, every single move of his was calculated including the blow to her cheek. Not once did she see panic in his eyes. Not once did she see anything but deadness.

      Six years on the run and she was about to die at the hands of a tomato eating psychopath. The tears came then. Futile and she knew they wouldn’t move him.

      He was still straddling her, sitting on her ass, knees hugging her hips. Then a feather soft touch to her back, his fingers tracking the ridges of her spine to the edge of her panties. “I’m sorry I made you cry.”

      It shocked her. He sounded contrite, sounded remorseful. It was such a contradiction, but it gave her a surge of hope. Maybe she could turn this around, somehow use his regard to her advantage, but she’d have to be careful because she was sure he would see right through her if she was clumsy. “I had to try.” She sniffled and he dangled a tissue in front of her face. She took it from him and wiped it across her nose.

      “I’d have been disappointed if you didn’t.” He paused, then pulled himself off her. “Get up.” He waited as she climbed to her feet, her bones aching, her body bruised. He reached for another tissue and dabbed at the side of her lip, a small cut where he’d hit her. “I’m not fond of blood.”

      “Must be hard in your line of business.”

      He nodded but didn’t engage. Instead he said, “C’mon.” He wrapped her upper arm in his hard grip and turned her. “It’s time to get started.”

      He led her from the bathroom to a small room next to it. It was a bedroom, Katya guessed, but not used as one. Mostly empty, carpeted, but covered in plastic. She shuddered.

      “Kneel,” he instructed as he stopped partway into the room.

      She dropped to her knees maybe four feet from the back wall, facing it. Her brain was screaming at her to run and she glanced up at him to assess the risk.

      As if reading her mind, he shook his head. “You’re not going to fight me on this because if you do, I’ll break one of your legs.”

      She sucked in a shaky breath and said nothing. He… Aleksei. It was clear that he was a professional killer, better trained than her, far more deadly. Maybe more so than anyone she knew including the bratva leaders, because he seemed to lack emotion and empathy. She was a job to him.

      He crouched as he drew her arms behind her back and wrapped them in heavy rope, binding them just above the elbows, forcing them unnaturally close, forcing Katya to jut out her chest to relieve some of the pressure. After he was satisfied with the tension of the rope, he moved to her wrists, carefully tying them, pulling on the rope to make sure the knots were tight. It pinched her skin, but she held onto the pain, thought bruised wrists were the least of her worries.

      Next, he fitted a wide collar on her neck. It was made of hard leather, reinforced with steel, almost wider than the length of her neck, forcing her chin up, pressing against the flesh under her jaw and at the edge of her throat. She would be unable to look down or it would choke her. There were buckles on the back and he pulled them tight, watched her face as he did so, stopping short of cutting off her air.

      Panic raced through her body and a moan fell from her lips.

      He heard, stopped his reach for a cable and brought his face to hers. “Don’t panic, Yekaterina. You need your breath right now. The collar will choke you to death if you get dizzy or make yourself faint.” He studied her for another minute, his face assessing.

      She moved her eyes from his, stared at the wall in front of her and blew out some small breaths. It was the only way to maintain her sanity, the only way not to react.

      A few more seconds slid by and then Aleksei picked up the cable and attached it to a steel loop on the front of the collar. She flinched at the sharp click of metal on metal, and he ran his hand down the side of her face as if he were soothing her. He lingered a few more seconds before returning to his task, stringing the cable out to the wall in front of her. He took measure and turned back towards her. “Upright on your knees, Yekaterina. No sitting on your ass.”

      Katya struggled to kneel upright. The adrenaline pumping through her body compressed the muscles in the front of her thighs, making them feel stiff.

      Aleksei tugged on the cable, forcing her to shuffle on her knees towards him, towards the wall she was facing. Just a few inches, until the cable was taut. Satisfied, he attached the cable to one of several hooks, each about half a foot from the other extending vertically up the wall. He looked back at her, tugged, shook his head and unclipped it, moved it to the one above. He checked again and nodded, seeming pleased with the outcome.

      He stood, walked behind her and tugged at her wrists, wrapping something between them, another rope, knotting it tightly and then pulling until her shoulders were wrenched back, until she let out a small gasp of pain. He kept the rope stretched, added another cable and pulled it to the opposite wall, testing it again to make sure it was taut as he secured it.

      Katya felt the pull from the front and the back, pain already shooting through her shoulders and thighs.

      Aleksei returned and crouched in front of her, studied her face. “It hurts, I know. There’s no way to take the pressure off. You need to stay as still as possible because if you try to move, the pressure from the collar will strangle you. It’s not a good way to go – it will be slow, stealing your air a little at a time, so you’ll know you’re dying but you won’t be able to do anything about it.”

      A tear slipped from Katya’s eyes as she pulled air into her lungs. He didn’t know how determined she was. And strong. She was trained, was a skilled fighter. She could outwait him. It’s what she told herself, had to tell herself so she wouldn’t lose her mind.

      He reached, stole the tear with his thumb and brought it to his mouth. “I need you to stay like this for 30 minutes or so. I have a quick errand. When I’m back, we can talk. Don’t die on me while I’m gone, Yekaterina. I need information from you.”

      She didn’t want him to leave her like this, trussed up, alone. Her brain screamed at her to get it over with, tell him everything, let him kill her quickly. “Why don’t you ask me now?”

      He shook his head. “No. Information given too freely tends to be not worth having. I’d rather wait until you’re ready to bargain with me.” He stood, looked down at her. “You haven’t tried to scream. I wonder why.”

      He waited and she refused to answer him.

      “You’re a smart one, little Russian. I will miss you.”

      Katya choked on a sob as she heard the front door close, the key in the lock. Miss her? While he was gone? Or after he was back, after he killed her?
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      Aleksei sat in his SUV and watched on his phone. The cameras were aimed at Yekaterina, at her tense, unmoving form. How long could she hold that position? She would be terrified of being alone without him there to rescue her if she lost her balance or a leg cramped. Torturous of him to abandon her like that, but it had its value. She’d be grateful for his return. It would make her more malleable, more willing to give up her information. More willing to tell the truth.

      He thought it might take her longer than most. She was in good shape. He’d noted the hardness of her body when he undressed her after he brought her back to the cabin. When they fought in the bathroom, she practically climbed up the front of him, throwing all her weight on the ends of the towel. That was a good move, one he hadn’t anticipated. It made him check his arrogance, told him not to underestimate her.

      The feel of her when he straddled her, the strength of her back, the silkiness of her skin. So inviting, tempting him to play out his game with the condoms. Let her try to seduce him. She would try, all the women tried. He never took advantage, but he might make an exception with the little Russian because, well… because she was exceptional.

      He hoped the information she provided would be enough for him to end it quickly. Sometimes he liked the psychological game; it kept him from being bored, but most of his victims weren’t good at it. He thought perhaps Yekaterina would be, but at the same time, he didn’t want to prolong her mental suffering. He reflected on that while he checked his watch. Twenty more minutes to go.

      It wasn’t like him to be overly concerned with his victim’s state of mind, but he’d grown fond of Yekaterina over the weeks as he watched her. She was different than most. No. Not most. All. He’d never encountered anyone like her. Her beauty was distracting; a few inches over five feet, with well defined curves, enough to make any man look twice. But it was her eyes, the lushness of her lips, the long silky brown hair that drew him to her. And the strength of her will… she didn’t beg, didn’t cry, didn’t go kicking and screaming to the corner. Everything about her fucked with him.

      She wasn’t trained as well as she could be though. Her brain wasn’t disciplined. She made her move too soon. Attacking him in the bathroom was foolish since his concentration was focused entirely on her. She should have waited until he had her in the corner, before he started to tether her. He was vulnerable then, his attention distracted. It would have been a good fight – not one she could win, but still, a better chance for her than a towel around his neck in the bathroom.

      He returned his attention to the video as he caught the slightest of movement. Her fingers, groping around behind her, assessing the knots. He expected that, would have been disappointed if she didn’t try, but it wouldn’t make a difference. She was well and truly trussed.

      A half-hour passed and he watched steadily, his eyes glued to the screen. She was still upright, no shifting. Strong enough not to cramp up yet and he found his admiration of her growing. He’d have to wait longer. Ten more minutes, maybe 15. He wanted her to be upset that he was late, grateful when he showed up.

      Twenty minutes later, he saw what he was looking for. A small waver, a grimace on her face. An attempt to move her leg, balance on one knee. She was cramping.

      He forced himself to wait three more minutes, then he returned, walked in quietly, but loud enough that she would know he was there. He set his phone and car keys on the kitchen counter and went to her, crouching down, looking into her face. Even trussed like this, she was remarkably beautiful, or maybe because she was trussed like this. He couldn’t quite say what attracted him to her. He’d been with beautiful women before, enjoyed the fucking and moved on. None ever made him want to stay, have a relationship, caught his attention like this woman did.

      “How are you doing, Yekaterina?”

      “You’re late.” Her voice was soft, angry, sharpened by fear. She looked at him from the corners of her eyes.

      He shrugged and lied. “Traffic was bad. Unexpected this time of the night.”

      He observed her for another minute, then stood and went into the main room, picked up an armchair and returned with it, placing it off to the side, but in front of her, so that it was facing her. So he could see her and she could clearly see him. Then he went to the kitchen and got himself a bottle of water, opened it as he returned to her, took a swallow and sat down. “How much longer do you think? You’ve spent the day sleeping, but I’ve been up for hours. I’m tired.”

      Katerina refused to respond.

      “I guess I could take a nap.”

      “No.” The single word, frightened, whispered. A desperate plea. Hollowness bloomed in his chest as she said it. It was almost over and for once, he didn’t want it to be over. But what could he do? He had a contract to fulfill, an obligation. Nikita, his contact on the dark web, the broker of the contract, knew of his whereabouts, knew of Yekaterina. Aleksei couldn’t pretend she wasn’t here. Nikita was loyal, but not that loyal that he would give up his life for Aleksei. If Aleksei didn’t kill her, then someone else would finish the job, kill Aleksei as well.

      “Tell me a story, then. Yekaterina. Tell me the story.”
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      Six years ago, Katya was in her second year of university, studying information technology in Moscow. Life was the best it could be. She had good grades, was popular on campus, had friends and a lover. She was a romantic back then, crazy in love with a boy she thought she would one day marry. Instead, he was killed and so were her friends. It was because of her, because of the game they played.

      They met during their first year at the university. Seven of them. She and Roman first. He asked her out the first week of the fall semester. She was not a virgin, she had been a wild teenager, sleeping with her first boyfriend when she was just 15. The relationship lasted only a couple of months because she wasn’t interested in settling down. From there, she flitted from boy to boy, not staying more than a month or two.

      Roman was different. A year older than her, more sexually experienced than the other boys she’d been with. It was a wild time; when they weren’t in classes, they were in his dorm room, fucking. That’s how she met Timor. He was Roman’s roommate, interesting, smart and Katya enjoyed his company. Timor was a better match for Katya intellectually, but Roman was tall, better looking. She was 18 at the time and shallow, immature. She liked to party, have fun and was smart enough not to have to work too hard for decent grades.

      Eventually their group of three expanded to include two other boys and two more girls, all taking technology, all of them computer nerds. They were smart, loved the games, loved to party. They had big plans, the group of them. After graduation, they would start a social media company and take over the world.

      The beginning of the end started on a night when they were all together, partying, drinking too much. They were young, bold, shameless, thinking they would live forever. A dare was made, someone saying that Katya couldn’t hack into the university’s transcript system. Katya didn’t back off from dares in those days.

      “Of course I can!” And she did, easily. “What’s my reward?”

      Roman hugged her close to him, kissed her solid. “We can fuck.”

      Katya frowned at him. “That’s hardly a reward.”

      Everyone laughed except Roman, who swatted her on her ass. As young as he was, he knew what she liked. She was in love like only a 19-year-old girl could be. She and Roman were a solid couple. He was the only long-term boyfriend she’d ever had, and it was enough for her. When she thought of the future, she saw him in it, still loving her. It wasn’t perfect though - he was the only who could make her mad, make her cry, make her doubt herself. After he died, after it all fell apart, after she went on the run, there were no more boyfriends; she couldn’t allow herself to be so vulnerable again.

      But back then, in the basement, with beer and vodka, they invented the game, decided the rules. They developed a list of challenging scenarios, all involving hacking into secure systems. It would be a race to the finish line, the losers would buy the winner drinks for a year. It was a game, for fun. None of them were ever tempted to exploit the weaknesses by using the information they found for self-serving purposes. In fact, they made it a rule. Looking at the information they hacked would make the game too serious. They were too young to be serious – that could come later, after graduation, when they had to get jobs.

      Katya won many of the races. Her only real challenger was Timor, who was gifted in everything, but she was more cutthroat than he and they were neck and neck as the list dwindled and the finish line loomed closer. There was only one system on the list that they couldn’t hack. It belonged to a high-ranking officer in the Russian Army, General Vladimir Zhukov. It should have been a cake walk after everything else they did, but it wasn’t. Every attempt to bridge the firewalls, find the weakness was repelled. They couldn’t open a back door into the system, couldn’t sneak past the security program.

      That should have been the clue for them to stop, but they were young and arrogant. They relished the challenge, decided that they would have to do it manually. It was outside the rules to directly access a computer, but by then, they were having too much fun to fully think through the implications of what they were about to do.

      The plan was carefully crafted – one of them would go into the General’s home, physically access the hard drive, and download the data onto an external drive. It was so foolish in retrospect, but no one really thought so at the time. To them, it was a caper, a lark, a story they could retell for years to come.

      It was easy to get inside the General’s home. After all, he was wealthy, had a houseful of staff and service people who came and went all the time. They waited until the right opportunity arose and it did, a few weeks before Christmas.  The General and his wife were hosting a party.

      Katya volunteered to go in. Of the three women, she was the risk-taker, the one who could talk herself out of trouble if she was caught. The boys didn’t argue with her. In those days, no one argued with her – she was top of the pecking order. She was so excited at the time, not fearful or worried or anything else a person in their right mind would be. It was an adventure to her. Roman and Timor were her accomplices, and they were as excited as she was. It was going to be so much fun. She loved the adrenaline rush.

      She loved it then. Not anymore.

      She and Timor hacked the catering company that would service the party, added her as a temporary employee. It was easy, so many companies needed seasonal help that time of year. They placed her name on the list of servers at the General’s party. She showed up with her credentials, was admitted through a side door, given her uniform and sent on her way with a tray of canapés. The people were beautifully dressed, the women refined in their glittering gowns, the men handsome in their tuxes. She didn’t fit in this world, knew she never would, but it didn’t bother her. She liked her life; her wants were simple.  She had her studies, a lover, and good friends who loved to play.

      She served for three hours and then asked to take a break. The supervisor of the catering company was more than happy to accommodate her. He was impressed with her hard work, told her so and she laughed to herself. Timor and Roman were on the street, waiting in a car parked a few blocks away, Timor with his laptop. She sent a brief text to him. I’m ready. The signal for Timor to hack into the security cameras and freeze them. Not all, just the empty hall and the study.

      It was easy to find her way to the General’s study because
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