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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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Owen Scott heaved a small sigh of relief when his boss, Brook Lafferty, made her way into the meeting room. She was late by 10 minutes and he’d been stuck with a roomful of government stooges. He tried to make small talk, shoot the shit, but the boss man, Deputy Minister Alistair Quaigh, wasn’t interested in talking to an underling. He kept looking at his watch, his face growing darker and darker.

      At one point, Owen said, “She’s never late. Something’s holding her up.”

      Then she walked in, slammed in, actually, and threw a file folder in front of Quaigh as she dropped into the chair next to Owen. “What the fuck is this shit, Alistair?”

      Alistair pulled the file to him and opened it carefully, maybe afraid it was full of anthrax.

      It wasn’t. It was a budget sheet. He pulled it out with his pudgy hand, traced a well-manicured finger down the columns, then looked at Brook with a question mark. “It’s your budget for next fiscal.”

      Brook, rarely the diplomat any day of the week, said, “I know what the fuck it is. There’s no increase.”

      “C’mon Brook. It’s an election year. We have to appear prudent.”

      “And what about last year and the year before? Every year you guys in your ivory tower want more and more from my division and yet you don’t want to pay for it. I have no room for more cuts. None of us has had a raise in over three years.”

      This didn’t stir Alistair. “Give me a fucking break. Your agents make twice as much as I do.”

      His aggression served to harden Brook’s stance. “Yeah, because they’re out there putting themselves in the line of fire. Doing the shit you don’t want to do so you and your families can sleep at night.”

      “Brook.” His voice held warning.

      She ignored his tone. “I have an agent so deep in Siberia, his prostate’s frozen. The information he’s sending is invaluable. It’s what you asked for, but if I don’t get this increase, I’m gonna have to pull him out, bring him home.”

      Owen froze. “No, Brook.”

      She turned towards him, softening her tone. “Sorry Owen, unless I can convince Mr. Scrooge to open the coffers a little wider, I have no choice. I’ll have to bring Mack in.”

      Alistair stood. “There’s no money. I get my cut, I have to spread it across all the departments. You’re doing good stuff here, you have a lot of autonomy, and you deliver. But it’s still a government agency and you’re still accountable. I have no money to give.”

      He left, not saying goodbye, his handful of staff scuttling behind him as Brook flipped her middle finger at his retreating back before she turned to Owen. “Bring Mack in, Owen.”

      “Isn’t there someone else, Brook? There’s gotta be.”

      She shook her head. “Look on the bright side. He’s the only agent of yours I’m going to pull.”

      “But it’s Jackman.”

      Brook rubbed her temple with her fingertips, stared at Owen thinking. But then she shook her head again. “There are other ways of coming at Jackman. We don’t need someone buried at his compound to get to him.”

      “But Kelsie –”

      Brook flared her nostrils. “Mack being there has nothing to do with your sister. You know I’ve indulged you by giving you the Jackman portfolio. I get that you’re worried, get that you want to make sure she’s okay, but that’s not why Mack’s there. That’s a happy extra. So extract him. Now.”

      She grabbed the file and banged her way out of the meeting room before Owen could argue further.
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      Astrid was in a deep dreamless sleep when the shaking started. At first, she thought it was an earthquake. They happened all the time on the West Coast, and this one seemed bad. She scrambled her way to awareness with that in mind. As she opened her eyes, she saw Esma Savisin, her ass perched on the mattress, her wild curls askew, her face shadowed by the dim light from a lamp on an end table several feet across the room.

      “Esma?” she mumbled, somewhat disbelieving that what she saw was real. Esma was a friend, a confidante, but still the boss’s wife and to have her wake Astrid in the middle of the night was precedent setting. Then as her body caught up with her brain, she jerked completely awake and alarm thudded through her. Fuck! “What’s wrong? Kostya?” She bolted upright, one hand gripping Esma’s arm, the other shoving the sleep-twisted tangle of long blonde hair out of her eyes.

      Esma shook her head. “No, not the baby.” Her cool voice was low, almost whispery. It was apparent that Esma didn’t want to be overheard and while the walls in this wing of the house weren’t exactly thin, there was a definite possibility that noise would attract the attention of some of the other live-in staff given the time of night and the fact that it was coming from Astrid’s room. Astrid didn’t have friends, didn’t entertain, not in this house, not since she’d been in Rusya Savisin’s employ, four years now. She was a bit of a minor celebrity among the staff, overseeing household security, her job for almost a year, one typically held by a man.

      Astrid took the hint and lowered her voice. “What’s wrong?” Rusya Savisin, Esma’s husband, was in Russia this week along with his second-in-command, Anto Kharzin. They were bratva, Russian mob, Rusya the leader of the Vancouver organization. So many things could go wrong in the high-stakes criminal underground world in which they lived, and Astrid’s pulse sped up as she asked the question.

      Esma’s big brown eyes seemed even bigger as they skewered Astrid. “I need your help and it has to stay between the two of us. Rusya can’t know and neither can Janice.” The words spilled out of her mouth too fast, betraying the woman’s panic.

      If Rusya couldn’t know, it had to be something big. Otherwise, Esma would have gone to Janice first. Janice was the Estate Manager, had been for the past 10 to 12 years. She preceded Esma, Astrid and even Anto, Rusya’s big hulking sidekick. Janice was everyone’s go-to in the house because she was smart, unwavering and either had the answer or knew where to find it. Janice loved Esma, their relationship was respectful and affectionate, but Janice’s loyalties were solidly with Rusya and that was clear to everyone around her. Janice didn’t keep secrets from the mob boss, ever.

      Astrid liked to think she didn’t either, but when Esma married Rusya, Astrid became her dedicated maid and the two bonded over difficult pasts, their mutual scrappiness and the baby, Kostya. After Astrid was promoted to house security, the relationship took another turn. Maybe because Astrid was no longer directly in service to Esma, maybe because they were two young women mired in a world comprising brutal, dangerous men, or maybe because Astrid and Esma were so much alike that they could have been sisters in another life. Didn’t matter. They’d become best friends and with that status came a loyalty that superseded Astrid’s loyalty to Esma’s husband.

      Given her devotion, Astrid didn’t blink at Esma’s need for secrecy. “What’s going on?”

      “You know the meeting I had yesterday?”

      Astrid felt the knot again, low in her belly, the tension behind her eyes, the tightening of the muscles in her shoulders. Of course she knew. The little Turk, as Esma was often called, had rejected her security detail in favour of Astrid’s company, which everyone was generally fine with including Esma’s husband. It happened frequently, when she and Esma were out doing friend activities such as retail therapy or long, leisurely lunches or walks in the park with Kostya.

      When Astrid was promoted to household security, Rusya made her train with his men. His expectations were hard, with no mercy or forgiveness when she didn’t meet his high standards. It didn’t matter that she was a woman or that the job was simply to monitor anyone who came into or left the house. If she wanted the job, she needed to be able to defend Rusya’s family with her life.

      There were a ton of benefits – Astrid lost 30 pounds in fat and gained 10 pounds in muscle. Her body toned up and she was stronger and fitter than she’d ever been. Her salary practically tripled, which meant she finally had some savings. She had freedom to come and go as needed and Rusya’s trust that her judgement was solid. But the biggest bonus was that she and Esma got to hang out together without a giant-ass security detail following them everywhere. Astrid just had to remember that their friendship took a back seat to Esma’s safety.

      But the outing yesterday was different because Esma and Astrid left the house to go for what Astrid had thought was going to be a run in Stanley Park, but once there, Esma instructed Astrid to drop her off at the entrance and leave for a couple of hours or wait in the car. Astrid had protested, but while Astrid was scrappy, Esma held the gold medal for ass kicking, so Astrid had no choice but to comply. Esma assured Astrid that she wasn’t in any danger, and she swore it wouldn’t happen again.

      Now, in Astrid’s bedroom, that meeting was taking on epic proportions. “What about it?” Astrid asked cautiously, pursing her lips in irritation at the mere thought of what Esma had talked her into the day before.

      “I was meeting a guy… Mack.”

      Hollowness bloomed in Astrid’s chest. “What the fuck, Esma?” She truly believed Rusya’s and Esma’s marriage was solid. Esma had never said anything to the contrary and she and Astrid shared everything, like besties were supposed to.

      Esma furrowed her forehead at Astrid’s reaction and shook her head. “It’s not like that. He’s the guy who helped me get away from Jackman last year.”

      Ugh. Jackman. Mr. Asshole of the year himself. Astrid tried not to hate him too much because he’d saved Esma from a prison sentence in Turkey several years ago, but he had so many things working against him. He was Rusya’s sworn enemy, he’d locked Esma up in a Siberian fortress twice, and had basically sentenced Esma to death by planting her in Rusya’s house as a spy. In the end, it worked out – Esma and Rusya fell in love, but it wasn’t an easy journey to get there and the road was still full of potholes and unexpected speed bumps.

      “Jesus.” Astrid took a breath and threw back the covers, forcing Esma to her feet as she shoved her long legs over the side of the bed. “So what? You want me to go on a blind date with the guy?”

      Esma was always trying to set her up. Astrid was always saying no. She didn’t do relationships; she didn’t do men in gangs and she especially didn’t do bratva men. She did the occasional one-night stand, but even that was rare, not in more than a year and only if she was sure she’d never see the guy again. Those encounters were never satisfying, and she often felt lonelier after than she did before.

      It was a joke though. Astrid knew Esma wouldn’t be in her bedroom in the middle of the night trying to set her up on a date.

      “He’s hurt bad and needs help.” The little Turk was clutching her phone and she waved it in the air. “He called me. He was attacked and shot in the shoulder.”

      Astrid heard the catch in Esma’s voice and felt herself responding to the emotion. “Why didn’t he call an ambulance?”

      Esma snorted as she grabbed Astrid’s cell phone, which was plugged in on her desk a few paces away. “Same reason we wouldn’t call an ambulance if one of our guys got shot.”

      Astrid knew it was a stupid question the second it fell out of her mouth, but she was worried for Esma. “You’re not going to him.” Her tone was hard and emphatic. She drew the line at Esma out at what… Astrid glanced over to the clock… 2:46AM in the morning in Vancouver rescuing some dude that no one knew anything about.

      “Of course not.” And Astrid felt relief until Esma added, “I need you to go to him.” Esma was holding Astrid’s phone. “Code, please.”

      Astrid blew out a breath as she raised her eyebrows. “1995 and what are you doing with my phone?”

      “Clever,” Esma mumbled, distracted as she punched in the numbers. “No one would ever guess the year of your birth.”

      Astrid ignored the sarcasm as she attempted to stare Esma down. “What are you doing?” She tried for arctic chill in her tone, but it seemed to slide off the woman like she was coated in anti-freeze.

      “He’s downtown in an alley.” She paused as she noticed Astrid standing in the middle of the bedroom, her hands on her hips. “Would you please get dressed. Take your gun. I’ve plugged in his contact and coordinates so you can find him.”

      Astrid huffed, but pulled off the T-shirt that doubled as a nightgown and made her way into her walk-in closet. She and Esma were like sisters, nakedness was not an issue between them. “And when I find him, what the hell am I supposed to do with him?”

      She came out of the closet with a different T-shirt, her leather jacket, her gun holster and her gun. She dropped everything on the bed and pulled underwear and jeans from her dresser drawer, then stalked into the ensuite bathroom.

      “You’re going to take him someplace safe and fix him up.”

      “I’m not a fucking doctor, Esma. Didn’t you say he was shot?” Astrid closed the door half-way as she peed, then washed her hands and slid on her panties and jeans. She ran a hairbrush through her hair, grimacing as she tugged at the snarls, then tied it into a high ponytail. A quick brush of her teeth and she was done in the bathroom. “And where exactly is this someplace safe?” she muttered as she walked back into the main room holding her toiletries.

      After she dumped them on the bed, she shoved a soft black cotton bralette on, then an old faded gray Levi T-shirt, her go-to favourite, before fussing with her shoulder holster.

      Esma sat on the chair at the desk holding a phone in each hand. “Eduard’s.”

      Astrid was in process of tightening the shoulder strap on the left side of her gun holster when Esma spoke. She twisted to face Esma as a shiver raced up her spine. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      Eduard had been on the run since he kidnapped a very pregnant Esma almost a year ago and shoved her in a windowless cellar in a log home in Whistler. The stress caused Esma to go into labour seven weeks early and both mother and baby would have died if Rusya and Anto hadn’t gotten there in time.

      “Don’t you see how perfect it is?” Esma took a small breath and Astrid could see the little Turk was shoring up to be persuasive. “Eduard is not ever coming back – he wouldn’t dare. And the house in Whistler is sitting empty⁠—”

      “Until one of Rusya’s men spots a light on.”

      “No one’s watching it anymore. Eduard is long gone and even if he came back, he wouldn’t be so stupid to go back there.”

      Astrid was still fussing with the shoulder harness, finally getting the buckle to the tightness she liked. She reached for her Glock, checked it to make sure it was loaded, though she knew it was. Unlikely anyone had come into her closet and unloaded it while she slept. “He was stupid enough to kidnap you in broad daylight.”

      Esma didn’t back down. “I’ve got keys to the front door and I’ve plugged the coordinates to Mack’s current location and the house into your phone. You’ll tell the guards at the front gate that you have a family emergency. I’ll let everyone know you’ll be gone for a couple of weeks.”

      Astrid shot Esma a dead-eyed glare. “That’s so weak. Everyone knows family emergency means hangover.”

      Esma huffed out an impatient breath. “No one’s hungover for two weeks. Besides, all your family’s in Stockholm. Everyone will think you’ve gone home.”

      “Two weeks!”

      “Mack may not need you for that long, but it gives you some wiggle room.”

      Astrid turned towards Esma as she slid into her leather jacket. “You’ve thought of everything, haven’t you?” It was meant to sound sarcastic, but again, the little Turk ignored the tone.

      “Yeah, but you need to go. He sounds bad, and I’m worried that whoever did this to him will find him and finish him off.”

      Astrid re-entered her closet and came out with an empty gym bag and her shit-kicking boots, black leather that reached partway up her calf with a round steel toe. The right boot had a side pocket built into it for her black-handled knife, which blended with the colour of the boot and was barely discernible. The flat heels added an inch to her height, making her about 5’6”.

      She sat on the bed as she slid them on. “Why, Esma? I get it, Mack saved you. But if Rusya finds out you’ve been talking to the guy on the sly, he’s gonna kill him anyway.”

      She stood and reached for her wallet, tucking it into her jacket pocket then started shoving stuff into the bag – clothes, underwear, toiletries. “And how do you know this wasn’t Rusya? How do you know he didn’t hear about your Stanley Park adventure and took exception to it?”

      She watched the surprise flit across Esma’s face. The little Turk hadn’t considered that it might be her husband, but after a few seconds she rejected the idea with a shake of her head. “Rusya doesn’t work that way. If he knew about the meeting I had with Mack, he would’ve come home and terrorized you and me first.”

      Astrid conceded that Esma was probably right. Rusya kept a tight leash on his temper since the baby was born. His love for Esma and Kostya held precedence over everything in his life. There was too much at stake for him to give in to his inner demons. Astrid plucked her phone from Esma’s hand and grabbed her keys off the desk. “Should I text you?”

      “Yeah, just a few. Updates on the family crisis.” She pulled Astrid in for a hug and Astrid stiffened. Esma knew Astrid didn’t do hugs. “Don’t be a baby,” Esma sniffed. “Friends give friends hugs and even if you don’t need one, I do.”

      Astrid tightened her arms briefly, then pulled away. “So this Mack guy. Is he hot?”

      Esma grinned, the smile lighting up her face. “Yeah, he is. But I’m not sure he likes girls.”

      Astrid rolled her eyes. “Figures.” She threw the gym bag over her shoulder and said to Esma, “I’ll text.”

      On her way out, she stopped by her office and grabbed the first aid bag.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Mack was in a dark alley in a seedy area of Vancouver, the shit beat out of him and his shoulder on fire from a through and through bullet. Fuck it hurt, front and back. Wasn’t the first time he’d been shot, but he forgot about the searing blaze of hot white pain that came with the bullet. It was like being stuck with a poker that had been heating up in a fire for hours.

      Fucking guns. He hated them.

      He didn’t know who jumped him. Three guys, assholes with steel-toed boots. Fists first, then the boots when they finally got him to ground. But he fought back, he was tough too, knew how to take a beating, knew how to give one back. He managed to knock two of the shits on their asses and shake the third guy off. That gave him an opening, and he’d scrambled to his feet and took off. He wasn’t a coward, but he was outnumbered and knew when to cut his losses. He didn’t think they wanted him dead, at least until the guy still standing pulled a gun and shot a couple of rounds off in his direction.

      After that, everyone scrambled because the ricocheting report from the gun was going to attract the attention of everyone within a one-kilometre radius including the cops. This was Canada, guns were tightly regulated, and the few idiots who shot them on the streets were criminals with no scruples and even fewer brains. He didn’t want the cops on his ass anymore than the thugs who jumped him would. So they went one way and he went another.

      Thank the fuck for adrenaline, which carried him for a couple of kilometres, until the pain in his ribs and the fire in his shoulder caught up to him. He had no choice but to stop and find cover, which was not too hard in the area of the city he was in. He staggered into the darkness of a dead-end alley, hoping none of Vancouver’s many homeless had already claimed it, or if they had, were open to sharing.

      Once he stopped though, that was it – his legs gave out and he dropped first to his knees, but even that wasn’t enough and he folded over, onto his side. Breath came in gasps; his body was broken and bleeding. The pain won, and he blacked out.

      When he came to, he found himself on his back, staring straight up, nausea and bile searing a burning trail up his esophagus. He clutched his aching ribs and brought his knees to his stomach as he turned on his side and spewed his earlier dinner of beer and pizza, heaving long after there was nothing left to vomit. Once he gained control, he rolled to his back again and dropped a hand over his aching forehead, massaging it with his fingers. Blood, vomit and the stink of garbage. This was the worst it had ever gotten. Even in prison, even before prison, when his life was one shit storm after another, he’d never ended up in an alley, beaten, shot and puking without a soul in the world to help him.

      He laid in the dirt, the garbage, the stink for an hour, maybe more, drifting in and out of consciousness until the squalling of a near-by cat fight jarred him out of his lethargy. With alertness came the pain again, and he had to swallow the loud groans that were threatening to spill out of his mouth. He vomited instead, another bout of dry heaving that fucked with every bone and muscle in his body.

      He needed help, he needed out of there, but he didn’t know who to call. He had no one he could trust, especially his fucking employer, the Global Security Intelligence Agency, an off-the-books covert government funded program. Those fucks, the ones who issued his paycheque, might be the same fucks who put the hit on him.

      He argued with himself that the Agency had too much invested in him to take him out, but he couldn’t shake the paranoia. He couldn’t stop his mind from replaying the phone call he had earlier in the day, with Owen Scott, his superior at the GSIA.

      Before Owen called, Mack had already decided he was done with the GSIA, done with the indentured servitude, done with the threats of prison that the Agency’s Director held over his head when his attitude took a nosedive. His time with the Agency, six long fucking years, helped him hone skills he already had – guns, knives, fists, and the con. He’d been pretty fucking good at all of the above before he was convicted of aggravated assault back in Australia, but now, thanks to the Agency, he was a master. He hated it all, his life before, his life since and thought the best thing to do would become a Buddhist monk, swear off the violence, hide somewhere in Tibet and live the rest of his life chanting and eating rice.

      But he was nothing if not a realist. It was too late for him to become a monk, and he didn’t want to swear off all the temptations the world had to offer. His skills would help him when he went to ground, help him stay alive when he managed to get out from under the Agency’s heavy thumb. He’d have to disappear, become someone else because the GSIA fucks wouldn’t want their secrets revealed. Hard to do, but not impossible. He needed new ID, needed to get back to Australia, somehow find his way back to Alice Springs without anyone knowing. That was going to be the biggest challenge, getting back to Alice to recover the stash of cash he’d hidden away so many years ago.

      That led him to thinking about Chloe, his high-school sweetheart, his ex-wife now. He missed her sometimes. How long had it been since he saw her? Years now, at least six. Last time was when he beat the shit out of the asshole she was cheating on him with and got arrested for assault with the intent to destroy. Well, the actual charge was aggravated assault. At the time he kept his intentions to destroy to himself.

      That was the end of life as he knew it, but also the beginning. He got picked up by the Australian Division of the GSIA, who decided he was the exact guy they needed. It was better than jail, he thought at the time. He didn’t realize until later how wrong he was.

      He’d never been a good law-abiding citizen, never wanted to be. The Agency kept hammering home how he’d toe the line or go back to prison. The threat kept him compliant at the time, for his first major assignment – turning snitch on Chloe’s brother, which is something he never forgave himself for and neither would all his former gang members. His actions painted a bullseye on his back and ensured returning to his home country would be a fucking nightmare.

      That was where his head was at earlier in the day, in his hotel room, pacing the floor. Then his boss called. “Owen,” he said when he picked up the call. “What’s up?”

      Owen’s voice was quiet, his usual casualness infused in the tone. “Checking in. What’s up with you?”

      At the time, Mack had considered telling Owen about his meeting with Esma Savisin at Stanley Park. But staying in touch with the wife of a mob boss was something Owen Scott would frown upon.

      Owen was a good guy, never made the same threats about sending him to prison as all the other fucking GSIA clones did, but Mack was just a cog in the big political wheel and Owen was pretty fucking loyal to the Agency. They wanted to keep him happy too.

      Mack knew why. Owen Scott was a big deal, given his connections. Mack wondered about that, why Owen would turn his back on his family and basically use his cover as a drug-addicted lowlife to keep an eye on his father’s criminal activities. But what the fuck did Mack really know? Maybe Owen was playing the Agency, feeding his dad’s organization information about the GSIA.

      In Mack’s life, no one could be fully trusted and with that thought in mind, he’d condensed his reply to Owen. “Not a fucking thing.”

      He waited to see if Owen would call him out on his meeting with Esma. It would confirm whether he was being watched. When Owen didn’t respond, he added, “I’m hanging around waiting for Jackman to blow my fucking head off.”

      Mack had been working undercover in Siberia, Russia for almost two years, infiltrating an operation headed by a guy named Jackman. Seemed all legit on the outside, but Jackman was as much a criminal as Rusya Savisin, and the two big shots were enemies. Only days before, Mack had been pulled off the job and recalled to Vancouver. No one offered an explanation. He was simply told to get the fuck out of Russia before Jackman found out he’d gone rogue.

      Usually there was more finesse when an operative was pulled, and given the lack of transparency, Mack wondered if his cover had been blown. It made him think about Esma, which is why he reached out to her. A check to see if maybe she had spilled the beans, not intentionally he didn’t think. He trusted the little Turk, maybe the only one in his fucked-up world that he could trust. He was relieved when they met because it validated his belief in her. Esma was too smart to accidentally give up information. She was professional through and through and she assured him that his secret was safe with her, would always be safe with her. A bright light in his dark world.

      There had been a slight hesitation before Owen responded to Mack. “Didn’t think you’d want someone on you.”

      Mack had strolled over to the window of his hotel room, nice room in the downtown Westin paid for by the Agency. Twelve floors up, gave him a good view of Stanley Park and the harbour. Made him a sitting duck. “I’m tired of this bullshit. I’ve done my time. I want out. The way I see it, the GSIA is done with me and they’re hoping Jackman will do the dirty work, so they don’t have to.”

      “That’s not the way it’s going to play out. Jackman isn’t coming for you, won’t know where to look. And the GSIA is a government organization. They don’t kill their employees.”

      Owen’s quietly persuasive tone grated on Mack. “Yeah and neither does the CIA and CSIS. You’re all full of shit.” His bitterness left a bad taste in his mouth.

      “Don’t do anything stupid, Mack.” It wasn’t a warning. Owen sounded genuinely worried.

      “Could you break down ‘stupid’ for me, because the way I see it, I’m thinking I’ve got shit for brains to be hanging around Vancouver waiting to get blown away.”

      “I’ll talk to Brook. See what she wants to do. Call you back at this number?”

      “Sure,” Mack said as he hung up. Fucking Brook Lafferty, big shot director of the GSIA – she’d order the kill as readily as she’d order Chinese take out. Wouldn’t lose any sleep over him.

      Maybe that was what this was about, the GSIA tying up loose threads. Or maybe Jackman had already tracked him down. Or Rusya-fucking-Savisin found out he and Esma were keeping in touch without his knowledge. Or, for fuck sakes, it could even be his past, threatening to get reacquainted.

      Whoever it was had kicked the shit out of him and then tried to kill him. Lying in a dark alley in downtown Vancouver, trying to breathe through the pain that was wracking his body – it was hard to find a silver lining.

      He moved his hand to his ribs and flinched at the trail of fire streaking through him. How the fuck had his life come to this? So many possibilities for dying, if one of them didn’t get him, something else would. And he didn’t have a fucking friend in the world except for maybe Esma Savisin, as long he could trust that she didn’t give him up to Jackman or her husband. But he knew she wouldn’t betray him unless she was forced to.

      His hand shook as he dug inside his jacket and pulled out his phone. Numbness was creeping in and he struggled to get his fingers to cooperate. It took him three tries to get into the phone and several more to navigate to his contact list.

      He hesitated before hitting the number, her number. What did he have to lose? He was going to die in this alley from sepsis or some other fuck finishing him off. He had to take a chance on Esma. He hit the number and knew it was right decision when Esma picked up.

      It was comforting, her cool voice, soothing him, promising help. He heard the panic in her tone when she understood the gravity of the situation. The fear threaded through her words helped him know that he mattered to her.

      Esma’s mind was quick, she had solutions before he even finished talking. She couldn’t come herself, but she promised to send someone. A trusted someone who would keep their secret safe from her husband. After she hung up, he lay on the ground staring up into the sky, waiting, hoping, hanging on to that small sliver of trust. The belief that Esma’s word was good. That she would come through.

      Thirty minutes passed or so it felt, and he started to wonder if his confidence in Esma was misplaced. Despair nattered at him, trying to convince him to call an ambulance. But he couldn’t – he liked being alive and going to a hospital was a sure-fire way to get dead.

      The cops wouldn’t immediately arrest him until they decided if he was more than a victim, which they would eventually conclude, because of his lack of connections, his refusal to tell them anything. But none of that mattered anyway, because he’d never make it out of the hospital alive. Whoever had done this would find a way to finish the job.

      He was fading, losing himself to pain and despair when he heard the rumble of a motor, then lights swept the alley before they were cut. He closed his eyes and said a silent prayer of thanks. When he opened them, she was there, hovering over him. An angel, he thought when he saw her golden hair and then she opened her mouth and cool blunt words stroked by a Norwegian accent dropped on him like hard little ice pellets. “Can you stand?”

      Despite his pain and vulnerability, it pissed him off that she sounded like he was inconveniencing her. He reacted before the rational side of his brain caught up to his mouth. “Who the fuck are you?”

      She frowned, at least he thought she did, his vision was blurry around the edges. “Esma sent me. Can you stand?” She softened the words slightly, the edge gone, so that she wasn’t matching his belligerence.

      “Yeah,” he said and tried to sit up, but dizziness washed over him and he dropped back to his elbows with a grunt.

      “Fuck,” she muttered as she tucked her arms around his waist from behind him and tried to haul him to his feet.

      He groaned loudly as pain and dizziness razed through him, but he let her manhandle him, tried to help as much as he could. His knees refused to hold him, and he leaned back on her, then struggled to stay upright as she staggered under his weight.

      She tightened her arms to stop him from keeling over. “It’s gonna hurt no matter what I do,” she hissed when he sucked in a pained breath and swore at her.

      He was up on his feet now, her arms wrapped around him from the back, hands linked together, pressing into his bruised ribs. The brick wall behind served as a support as she propped herself up on it, leaning Mack’s back against her chest.

      “Ease your grip,” he wheezed out, wishing he didn’t sound like such a prick. But he couldn’t help it, every fucking part of his body felt like it had been battered by a sledgehammer.

      The pressure on his ribs unlocked as she loosened her hold. “We need to get you in the back of my car and you’re too fucking heavy for me to carry you. Best I can do is support you.”

      “Yeah, I get that.” And then, “Fuck,” as she jarred him, her grip slipping. She regained her hold and that hurt just as fucking much.

      He leaned heavily on her as they staggered the few steps to the back door of the SUV, which she yanked open.

      “Get in,” she muttered as she guided him, then gave a small shove that squeezed his lungs and sent a white-hot flame of fire flickering through him.

      “Jesus Christ!” He didn’t want to be an asshole, but he wasn’t feeling the love for this blonde-haired, blue-eyed blunt angel of mercy. He reminded himself that she was all he had right now, and he was fucking helpless. Without her, he’d be food for the vultures by morning. He crawled in the best he could then flipped to his back on the seat cushions, the vision from the eye not swollen shut still fuzzy.

      She brought his feet up to the seat, then slammed the door and got behind the steering wheel. He watched as she put the SUV in reverse, then twisted, her hand gripping the back of the front passenger seat, so she had a clear view as she backed out. Her eyes briefly grazed him, before they flicked back to the front. When she was on the road, she cranked the steering wheel, so it was facing the direction she wanted, then put the SUV in drive and gunned the motor.
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      “Where’re we going?”

      
      Astrid gritted her teeth. Already the guy was getting on her nerves. First impressions? Tall, heavy, smelled like blood and vomit. Controlling fuck. Men like him, they wanted to be in charge. He was flat on his back, gunshot, and beaten up the worst she’d ever seen, and he was already trying to take over. Granted, he was probably afraid for his life, but his first words to her, who the fuck are you? didn’t win him any brownie points. “Safehouse.”

      “Where are we going?” he asked again, this time with an authority to his voice that reminded her of Rusya Savisin.

      She felt her lips form into a pissy frown as she braked slightly and made a hard right. “Safehouse in Whistler.” Why am I being so bitchy? “It’s isolated and no one will think to look for you there. It’ll give you time to heal up and get the fuck out of town.”

      Still sounded too cranky. Tired, afraid, worried about him dying in the back seat of her baby, an old, black Mercedes SUV that had seen several better days. None like this though. If he died back there, she’d have to sell the SUV. No way could she keep it after a dead body had been inside it. Would she have to disclose the fact that someone died in it? And worse, what the fuck would she do with the corpse?

      Her train of thought and his lack of response scared the shit out of her. “You dead?” Please don’t be dead. Please, please please. Maybe passed out. That would make sense. It took every ounce of strength she had to get his heavy-ass body into the back seat. He sure as hell couldn’t have done it on his own – not with how bad he was beaten.

      Relief flooded her when his deep, raspy voice floated out to her from the back seat. “Not yet. Don’t think I’m going to die unless you kill me.”

      Good, that’s good. Astrid navigated over the Lion’s Gate Bridge. “I’ll try not to kill you.” She made an effort to lighten up her tone, sound less bitchy, but if she was being honest with herself, she was terrified and when that happened, her inner bitch came roaring to the surface.

      She tried to justify her attitude to herself. It was fair that she be guarded, difficult, protective of herself. She was basically in the middle of something that she knew nothing about because she was helping her bestie. Yeah, only she would have a best friend like Esma.

      The little Turk had killed men, been to prison, worked as an agent for a guy who lived in a guarded Siberian fortress, and was married to a ruthless mob boss. Oh yeah, and she was also a recovering alcoholic whose knife skills rivalled Jack the Ripper’s. Granted, Astrid’s past was nothing to brag about, but the worst she had done was date a sociopath who had knocked her around and ended up almost dead as a result, thanks to her brothers.

      When Mack didn’t answer, she got nervous. She was never all that chatty, preferred thinking and listening over too much talking, but the silence was getting on her nerves. “Who did this?”

      Still no answer and she risked a quick glance behind her. His eyes were open, blue irises she noted as streetlights flashed on him like dying fluorescent bulbs. As she turned her attention back to the road, he said softly, “Don’t know.”

      Bullshit! Guy gets the shit beat out of him and shot and he doesn’t know? Bull-fucking-shit! “No idea?”

      Drug deal gone bad maybe. Rusya finding out Esma was stepping out on him? He was clearly Australian by the accent, maybe a koala bear got him. Or a dingo. Yeah, it was probably a dingo. Those fuckers knew how to shoot guns.

      A stretch of silence and then, “I’m gonna pass out. Hope that’s okay.”

      Sure, avoid the topic by passing out. Typical man. Astrid tried to relax her jaw. She was surprised her teeth weren’t pulverized to the gums with the amount of grinding she was doing. Asshole didn’t want to talk about it now. That was fine, but he sure as fuck was going to tell her later, because she was risking her life for someone she didn’t know.

      She wondered if Esma really understood what she had asked of Astrid. Sure Astrid was up to her eyeballs in mob life, especially now that she was in the household security role. But Esma and Rusya, their world was different than hers and Esma probably didn’t realize that something like this would take Astrid out of her depth.

      Astrid was used to the security at the estate, cocooned in her office, the estate walled-in by a 10-foot concrete fence and guarded by big-ass, intimidating security guards. But this? On her own with a guy who’d been beaten and shot. It was beyond anything Astrid had ever had to deal with.

      And there’d be no forgiveness if Rusya found out. She and Esma, they were both knee-deep in the shit that Mack had brought to the rodeo because Esma offered up Eduard’s house and Astrid had the bloke in the backseat of her SUV. Rusya would eventually forgive Esma, he had to. He was married to her. But there’d be no mercy for Astrid. He’d probably haul her out to his country estate and use her ass for target practice.

      And the guy in the back seat wasn’t talking. Someone was gunning for him and there was no fucking way he didn’t know who.

      She heard his breathing deepen like he was drifting off, and she exhaled a small breath and tried to relax her shoulders by stretching her neck from side to side. He wasn’t going to die unless he got infection. She didn’t know how long he’d been in the alley before he called Esma, but it had taken probably 40 minutes for Astrid to get sorted and get to the alley. He’d be dead if he was going to die.

      She needed to get to Eduard’s house in Whistler and get him fixed up. Once she was off the road and had him settled, she’d feel a whole lot better about everything. She hoped there was some booze in the house – she needed a strong drink. Maybe two.

      She wondered how long it would take for him to recover. She took another quick glance behind her as she braked for a red light. Eyes closed, breathing deeply, no external signs of distress. Esma said to stay with him until he was healed. Two weeks, she’d said as Astrid had headed out the door. “Get him on his feet, we’ll help him out best we can.”

      “And then?”

      “I’ll feel Rusya out, see if he’s willing to get involved.”

      Astrid was no fool. Rusya’s reputation was well-earned. He loved his wife, adored her, would do almost anything for her. But Mack, the guy who saved Esma’s life? Would Rusya be grateful and willing to help or super pissed off because Esma had stayed in touch with him? Astrid thought the latter was more likely.

      The light turned green and she sped up. On the highway to Whistler now, it wouldn’t be more than an hour. She thought about the last time she’d been to the vacation hotspot. January, skiing, with Janice and her partner and another same-sex couple. Good times, hanging out with the lesbians. She’d been hoping for a little action, and she got attention all right, but not the kind she was looking for.

      It was hard sometimes, being in Canada, mom dead, dad in prison, brothers knee deep in the drug trade in Stockholm. No wonder Astrid was up to her ass in the criminal world. She’d never had much to work with, no matter how much her dad had tried to keep her on the straight and narrow.

      Her friends were as messed up as she was, their families broken up, parents on drugs, in prison, fucking around in gangs. And she was young… well, younger, though at 24, Astrid didn’t feel young anymore. But in her youth, being 18, 19, she fancied herself a free spirit, thinking she had all the time in the world to settle down. Easy to make a few wrong turns and fuck up your life… or someone else’s. Guilt and regret swamped her as an image of her ex-boyfriend and her father popped into her head.

      Astrid tried to shake off her thoughts as she glanced down at the speedometer and eased back on the gas when she passed a police cruiser going the opposite direction. She wasn’t the only vehicle on the road but driving at this time of the night… or morning was suspicious even if she was obeying the rules of the road to the letter. She couldn’t get pulled over for speeding or anything else. Not with Mack in the backseat beaten up and gunshot. That would be it. She’d be arrested, he probably would too. He’d get handcuffed to a hospital bed, she’d find herself locked in a holding cell, and very likely they’d both end up dead.

      The thought sent shivers cascading through her. Up until last year, she’d been a maid in the employ of the Savisin household, until Eduard, formerly responsible for house security decided to kidnap Esma. Astrid had been instrumental in helping find her, and Rusya was grateful, so much so, that he offered her Eduard’s old job, which she gladly accepted. Why the hell not? It came with a significant pay raise and a whole lot more responsibility and respect. She got to train with Rusya’s men, and once she made it clear to them that she was not interested, they left her alone. Some even tolerated her in a collegial sort of way.

      The Russian bratva, most gangs, comprised men with outdated notions of a women’s role. Rusya giving her the house security position was unheard of and she was certain that Esma had a hand in it, though the little Turk refused to admit
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